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Introduction 



The alchemy involved in photography (in which packets of film are inserted into 
cameras, buttons are pressed and pictures of Aunt Edna emerge in due course) 
are regarded as uncanny, but as uncanny processes of a natural rather than a 
human order, like the metamorphosis of caterpillars into butterflies. The 
photographer, a lowly button presser, has no prestige, or not until the nature of 
his photographs is such as to make one start to have difficulties conceptualizing 
the process which made them achievable with the familiar apparatus of 
photography. 

(Alfred Cell, 1992:50) 



OVER the past one and a half centuries, photography has been used to 
record all aspects of human life and activity. During this relatively 
short history, the medium has expanded its capabilities in the recording 
of time and space, thus allowing human vision to be able to view the 
fleeting moment or to visualise both the vast and the minuscule. It has 
brought us images from remote areas of the world, distant parts of the solar system, as 
well as the social complexities and crises of modern life. Indeed, the photographic 
medium has provided one of the most important and influential means of expressing the 
human condition. Nonetheless, the recording of events by means of the visual image 
has a much longer history. The earliest creations of pictorial recording go as far back as 
the Upper Palaeolithic period of about 35,000 years ago (some 25,000 years before the 
development of agriculture). And although we cannot be sure of the exact purposes of 
the early cave paintings — whether they record the 'actual' events of hunting, whether 
they functioned as sympathetic magic to encourage the increase of animals for hunting, 
whether they had a role as religious icons, or if they were made simply 'to enliven and 
brighten domestic activities' (Ucko and Rosenfeld, 1967) — pictorial images seem to be 
inextricably linked to human culture as we understand it. 

Throughout the history of visual representation, questions have been raised 
concerning the supposed accuracy (or otherwise) of the visual image, as well as its 
status in society. Ideas and debates concerning how we see the world and the status of 
its pictorial representations have been central political, philosophical and psychological 
issues from the time of Plato to the present-day technical revolution of the new media 
communications. Vision and representation have pursued interdependent trajectories, 
counter-influencing each other throughout the history of Western culture. The popular 
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notion that 'seeing is believing' had always afforded special status to the visual image. 
So when the technology was invented, in the form of photography, the social and 
cultural impact was immense. Not only did it hold out the promise of providing a 
record of vision but it was able to make such representation enduring. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the invention of photography appeared to offer the 
promise of 'automatically' providing a truthful visual record. It was seen not only as the 
culmination of Western visual representation but, quite simply, the camera, functioning in 
much the same way as the human eye, was regarded as a machine which could provide a 
fixed image. And this image was considered to be a very close approximation to that 
which we actually see. The chemical fixing of the image enabled the capture of what 
might be considered a natural phenomenon: the camera obscura's image. At the same 
time, the photographic image was held to be an achievement of our sophisticated Western 
culture and produced the type of image that artists had struggled throughout the centuries 
to acquire the manual, visual and conceptual skills to create. In this developmental 
scheme of things, every form of picture-making that had gone before, including the 
visual arts of 'other' cultures, amounted to more or less approximate attempts at 
achieving the representational heights attained by the Western world. lust as children 
learned how to draw by starting with 'primitive' scribbling and developing into making 
more complex and skilful adult drawings, so the representations of 'others' were seen as 
mirrors of their cultural and racial development. According to this view, Western art had 
shown the way for the 'correct' ways of viewing the world and set the model for 
depiction to be executed as it should be, and the camera seemed to prove this. 

It may seem a further irony that, because of the camera's perceived realism in its 
ability to replicate visual perception, it was assumed that all peoples would 'naturally' 
be able to understand photographs. This gave rise to the question whether photography 
constituted a 'universal language'. For example, in 1933 this view had been expressed 
in a series of radio broadcasts by photographer August Sander, 'Even the most isolated 
Bushman could understand a photograph of the heavens — whether it showed the sun 
and moon or the constellations' (Sander, 1978:674). However, in the face of the rapid 
increase in global communications which has characterised the latter part of the 
twentieth century, we do need at least to ask to what extent the photographic image can 
penetrate through cultural differences in understanding. Or is photography as bound by 
cultural conventions as any other form of communication, such as language? Yet 
despite such uncertainties we find that, 'Photography is nearly omnipresent, informing 
virtually every arena of human existence' (Ritchen, 1990:1). 

Is it possible that our familiarity with the photographic image has bred our current 
contempt for the intricacies and subtle methods that characterise the medium's ability to 
transmit its vivid impressions of 'reality'? Photography is regarded quite naturally as 
offering such convincing forms of pictorial evidence that this process of communication 
often seems to render the medium totally transparent, blurring the distinction between 
our perception of the environment and its photographic representations. As Alan Sekula 
(1982:86) has pointed out, it is the most natural thing in the world for someone to open 
their wallet and produce a photograph saying 'this is my dog'. 

Since its invention, there has been a gradual widening in the viewing of the 
photograph from virtually secret perceptions to those of blatant public display; the first 
photographic images, in the form of daguerreotypes, were relatively difficult to see. 
They could not be looked at directly, so the viewing of small images contained in 
'folders' was private and restricted. Over the intervening years, the techniques of 
photographic reproduction have increasingly made the image more public and open and 




Figure 1 'A Shropshire Lad'. The 1870s brought about the means to reproduce 
photographs on the printed page. This initiated photo-journalism and contributed to 
social change by bringing images of current events to a wider audience 

Photograph by A.W.Cutler 
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have increased the scale of the image to the advertisement hoarding. There are other 
questions that arise concerning the role of photography in society that have aimed to 
determine whether the camera operates as a mute, passive recorder of events or whether 
it possesses the voice and power to instigate social change. We may further speculate 
whether the camera provides images that have a truly educational function by 
conveying information or if it operates primarily as a source of amusement and 
entertainment. In provoking such issues, the photographic debate reflects polarised 
arguments that traditionally have characterised much of Western thought. 

Ever since its invention in 1839, photography has played a central role in 
representing the major changes that have taken place in society throughout the modern 
age. As a product of science, the photograph 'automatically' realised the existing 
canons of two-dimensional visual art, yet (perhaps above all) it provided such a popular 
means of entertainment that we can regard the photographic image as a typical product 
of its age. In addition to its social role, since this early period, the technology of 
photography and the attitudes towards the medium by its practitioners have changed 
radically. This may partly be attributed to photography gradually moving into what 
might be termed 'mythic time' — its initial role as a nineteenth-century record-keeper 
has now moved beyond the human scale and photographic images, once immediate and 
close to photographer and subject alike, have now passed out of living memory. The 
passage of time has transformed the photograph from the aide-memoire into the 
historical document, a document which often reveals as much (if not more) about the 
individuals and society which produced the image than it does about its subject(s) (see 
Figure 1). 

In order to locate the medium in the British political, philosophical and colonial 
Weltanschauung of the era, photography had emerged at the point in history when the 
Chartist riots were taking place. Charles Darwin had just published The Voyage of the 
'Beagle' (1839). Further afield, Britain had just taken possession of Hong Kong. Since 
that time, photographic images have recorded dramatic periods of political, social and 
cultural change, which include the decline of the colonial era, the introduction of 
mechanical warfare, as well as new world-views instigated by such scientific advances 
as space travel on the one hand, and the increased destruction of the natural 
environment on the other. However, this book hopes to show that photography, and 
other systems of representation, do not just passively reflect culture but can provide the 
vision and impetus that promote social and political change and development. For 
example, it is difficult to imagine the cultural changes of the Italian Renaissance of the 
fifteenth century without recognising the central role of the development of perspective 
in bringing about new visual means of representation (see Edgerton, 1980). Similarly, 
photography has made a major contribution to the bringing about of the media culture 
that characterises our own era, while at the same time it has assumed the ironic role of 
bringing the harsh realities of the world to the coffee-table (see Figure 2). 

The relationship between a medium and its social environment is complex. For 
instance, photography has not simply acted as a passive reflector of change but has 
provided a system of visual representation that has both generated and promoted the 
social, political, economic, scientific and artistic developments of the past 160 years. 
The use of photography in advertising has evolved to perpetuate the very same 
consumer society to which photography owes its origins. But while the photograph 
can operate as a vehicle for mass communications and propaganda, it can also 
preserve personal memories as well as having the capability to express 
photographers' subjective responses to the world. Within twenty years of 
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Figure 2 'Hue, Vietnam', 1968 



Photograph by Don McCullin 
Courtesy of Don McCullin 



photography's invention the camera was ubiquitous and in extensive use. As Lady 
Elizabeth Eastlake put it in 1857: 

photography has become a household word and a household want; it is used alike 
by art and science, by love, business, and justice; is found in the most sumptuous 
saloon, and in the dingiest attic — in the solitude of the Highland cottage, and in 
the glare of the London gin-palace — in the pocket of the detective, in the cell of 
the convict, in the folio of the painter and architect, among the papers and 
patterns of the mill-owner and manufacturer, and on the cold brave breast on the 
battlefield. 

(Eastlake 1857, in Newhall, 1981:81-97) 

We can see from Eastlake' s catalogue of applications that the photograph does not 
propose simply to record objectively the physical environment, nor just to express the 
human relationship to surroundings, but it also connects people to each other. In this 
role, it acts as a site for the meeting of ideas while it also serves as a stimulus for 
human social interaction. In later chapters we shall examine the photographer's active 
use of this characteristic of the medium. 

The last 160 years have witnessed an ever-increasing influence of the visual image, 
culminating in the global primacy of television. For photography, the new prospects 
and uncertainties posed by CD-ROM storage and digital manipulation present new 
challenges. Arguably, we stand at the point of the next leap forward in communications 
technology with the transmission of images via the 'Information Superhighway'. It has 
even been suggested that we now inhabit the 'post-photographic era' (see Mitchell, 
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1992:225), where technological and cultural change have devalued photography to such 
an extent that events have taken us beyond the photograph's use and value as a medium 
of communication. Furthermore, should we be asking if the advent of digital imagery 
means that photography, initially born from painting, has turned the full circle and has 
now returned to emulating painting — its progenitor? 

Nonetheless, during its relatively short history, how do we account for the 
widespread influence and range of application of photography? In just a few years after 
its initial invention(s) the medium underwent a rapid succession of technological 
refinements. Its transformations and developments were accompanied by a widespread 
expansion of photographic practice carried around the world, for the most part, on the 
tide of colonialism. Perhaps the central reason put forward for the proliferation and 
dramatic uptake of photography is its ability to transcribe the world in a form that is 
readily portable from one location to another and that it preserves a visual record over 
the span of time. Support for this view rests on three related tenets: 

1 The image is produced by mechanical means and therefore seems, not by necessity, 
to rely on human agency. 

2 The camera forms images that appear to look real and, as such, they can be seen as 
both, continuing and extending the general trajectory of Western art. 

3 Physiological evidence would seem to suggest that the camera is constructed on, 
and functions by, the same optical principles as the human eye. This further 
reinforces the idea that the image produced by the camera has a very close 
correspondence to the images that we normally see. 

In contrast to these points of view, it has been suggested that photographs are far from 
'automatically realistic'. As products of a particular culture, they are only perceived as 
real by cultural convention: they only appear realistic because we have been taught to see 
them as such. This assumes that their representational relationship with the world is 
similar to that of language, i.e. by agreed social convention. As such they offer only one 
of numerous alternative means of providing a coded description of the world around us. 
We can therefore speak of photography as one example from a variety of visual 
languages. In this context, interpretation would seem to be the closest term that can be 
used to account for our understanding of a photograph. This may lead us to question 
whether photography is purely a visual medium, or to take the further step of considering 
the value of limiting our analysis of the photograph to quasi-linguistic structures. 

However convincing this latter theoretical viewpoint may be, it does imply a 
considerable shift of emphasis in the regard for the medium. It accentuates the viewer's 
response to a ubiquitous image which does not result from simplistic mechanistic 
procedures, but is produced by a complexity of cultural factors which perpetually 
relocate photographic images. Therefore it is the forces of culture that constantly alter 
our perception and understanding of photographs. As such, any image may have no 
fixed meaning at all and, although physically static, its message becomes subject to the 
fluctuations of shifting social patterns. In addition to this, we might consider that 
although the photograph yields its information all at once, this is not necessarily how 
we receive it. While we do not 'read' the photograph with the same prescribed linear 
progression involved, say, in reading a text, our perception of the image occurs over a 
period of time and necessitates a high degree of scrutiny. And, in contrast to movie 
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film, it is the viewer who determines the duration of his or her engagement with the 
image. This means that the value of photography's representational powers lies as 
much in the images' historical and cultural contexts as in any inherent properties of the 
photographic medium itself. At the very least, our looking at a photograph, and our 
obtaining information from it, is not as straightforward as we might have first thought. 
It is the intention of this book to introduce the principles of photography which 
might enable the reader not only to gain a sound theoretical background, but also to 
develop a critical approach to the field of photographic practice. It aims to provide 
guidelines for the systematic study of photographic media. As such it is intended to be 
of interest to practitioners and theorists of the media and visual arts alike. The book is 
aimed at students and scholars of photography, media studies, communications and the 
visual arts. Through its comprehensive introduction to lens-based picturemaking, it is 
anticipated that it will have additional value to those studying the 'time-based' visual 
media of film and video and will have further relevance to the role of the photograph in 
multimedia production. The book examines the importance and application of such 
theoretical positions to photography by establishing the medium's characteristics, 
scope and limitations. It aims to provide the reader with a vocabulary for photographic 
phenomena, to develop visual awareness and visual literacy, as well as enable students 
to familiarise themselves with current theoretical viewpoints and to evolve critical 
frameworks for their own photographic practice. The book examines the relationship 
between practice and theory, which may be summarised as follows: 

• Practice Here photography is seen as a series of selection processes of pre- 
production selection and post-production editing. For example: choice of camera 
format, film stock, camera angle, viewpoint, shutter-speed, aperture, development, 
editing contact sheets, cropping, captions, etc. Information is selected from the 
environment through the activity of taking photographs, then that selection of 
information from the obtained visual array is gradually refined into that which will 
appear in the final photographic print. Subsequently, the viewer's perception of the 
image can be directed by the general context of the display and the particular 
caption applied to the photograph. 

• Theory The theoretical dimension examines the determinants of selection so that the 
photographer is able to make both an informed choice and efficient use of the 
medium to deliver the desired image while, at the same time, considering and 
reflecting upon his/her own social and cultural, temporal and spatial, location. Such 
choices may be determined by the type of assignment (high control/low control), 
institutional constraints (newspaper/corporate), in addition to the wider cultural and 
historical context. 

Traditionally, the media context for photography is characterised by a desire to 
represent important events, having less concern for the intended artistic interpretation 
or the activity of investigating the scope and characteristics of the medium. However, 
this book aims to show that these approaches to photography can play an important role 
in visual communication. Furthermore, this work has been written in the belief that 
artistic practice — aimed to establish the scope and limitations of photography — can 
provide a valuable set of exemplars which can help us to understand the territory we 
are exploring. 
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The purpose of critical theory in photography 

WHEN a photographer takes a photograph, he or she makes a selection of visual 
information that is determined by his or her technical and aesthetic skills, 
personal views and experience, together with a set of social and cultural 
values. And in the course of this book we shall see how these determinants not only affect 
the style, content and expression of a photograph, but also how those images are 
perceived and responded to by the viewer. For example, we might consider that the casual 
reader of a newspaper will have an implicit understanding of the photographic images 
reproduced on the page. Rather than accepting the photograph at face value, we might 
question whether it accurately recorded the scene as it would have looked at the time. Or, 
in contrast, does it express the photographer's point of view? Is it the precise instant 
recorded that is of particular importance, or should the photograph on the page be 
understood as standing as a symbol to represent a state of affairs in the world? 

Theory can operate by offering a degree of explanation of what is going on. It should not be 
taken as being all-embracing, nor necessarily offering ultimate truths. In fact, it can often be the 
deficiencies within a theoretical standpoint that offer the scope for the most promising and 
stimulating developments. In this context, there is an interesting relationship between critics 
and artists, where the critics aim to establish categories which artists then make it their business 
to extend or to subvert. ' 

The next issue we might consider is the extent to which an understanding of these theoretical 
positions is necessary for the photographic practitioner. Will they help to produce better 
photographers or do they merely exist as academic exercises? And to what degree of theoretical 
depth is it advisable, or indeed necessary, for the photographer to delve? It is unfortunate that in 
many instances one finds a polarised antagonism between photographers who do and theorists 
who think. For example, in his book Camera Lucida, the French critic Roland Barthes offers 
the following commentary on a photograph: 

William Klein has photographed children of Little Italy in New York (1954); all 
very touching, amusing, but what I stubbornly see are one child's bad teeth ...the 
detail which interests me is not, or at least is not strictly, intentional, and 
probably must not be so; it occurs in the field of the photographed thing like a 
supplement that is at once inevitable and delightful. 

(Barthes, 1982:43-7) 

While this may seem all well and good, William Klein himself raises an objection to 
Barthes' analysis of his photograph: 

he's more interested in what he sees than in what the photographer sees. I saw other 
things when I took the picture. . .but Barthes isn't all that interested in what I see or what 
F ve done. He' s not listening to me — only to himself. Anyhow, Barthes and many critics, 
even Sontag, talk about photography, not about photographers. 

(Klein, 1981:18) 

Immediately we are thrown into a debate between the photographer's intention in 
taking the photograph and the viewer's understanding and interpretation of the image. 
This said, it remains one of the essential problems of photography that, in comparison 
with other media, photographers seem exceedingly reluctant to theorise about their own 
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practice. This leaves the impression that they photograph by instinct, that photography 
is an innate ability, and because photographers are born with photographic vision, they 
do not need to think about what they do. After all, it is considered that the photographs 
speak for themselves. I hope that this book will remedy such misconceptions. For 
example, by means of contrast, writing on the relative merits of painting and 
photography as far back as 1911, Alvin Langdon Coburn suggested: 

we shall find that the essential difference is not so much a mechanical one of 
brushes and pigments as compared with a lens and dry plates, but rather a mental 
one of a slow, gradual, usual building up, as compared with an instantaneous 
concentrated mental impulse, followed by a longer period of fruition. 

(Coburn, 1911:72) 

Working in this way, photographers may seem to take images instinctively, almost 
without thinking, yet later during the post-production process they reflect upon their 
practice and, on the basis of these reflections, go out and shoot again. 

One of the most frequently voiced criticisms of the role of theory in photographic education 
is that it stifles spontaneity and creativity. In this regard, photographic education in Britain finds 
itself situated at a curious intersection between the art school tradition (with its philosophy of 
free expression and experimental exploration of the medium) and the socio-political inheritance 
from the old polytechnic sector proposing a new rationalism whereby all practice is the result of 
socially and culturally determined forces. In worst-case scenarios, the resulting states of affairs 
engender a rigid dichotomy that leads either to a shallow, impressionistic and introspective 
approach which has little to do with the broader practice of photography, or to the student's 
state of stagnation whereby he or she is unable to pick up the camera until all the theoretical 
formulae have been pre-established, fully understood and the interpretative strategies have been 
pre-empted. 

Despite the wide range of subject-matter that is committed to the camera, whether it be a 
portrait, landscape, studio set, street riot or a murder (notwithstanding the ethical and emotional 
factors), the photographic procedure is, in many important respects, the same. Essentially, the 
process entails the projection of a three-dimensional world onto a two-dimensional light-sensitive 
surface and the subsequent fixing of the image. It is a fundamental concern of this book that this 
phenomenon constitutes the foundations for critical practice in photography. Furthermore, it is 
proposed that theory and practice should develop hand-in-hand, with the practice of photography 
conducted in a climate of critical reflection and re-evaluation. Both the practice and theory of 
photography should be sites of discovery and experimentation, which aim to plot their 
developments in relation to the past traditions of photographic work at the same time as keeping 
their sights on the innovations of the future. 

The book is based on the belief that anyone who uses a camera or who views a photograph, 
will most probably be subscribing, albeit unwittingly, to some or other theory of representation. 
It can be argued that every photographer adopts some sort of theoretical standpoint almost as 
soon as they think of picking up the camera. Whether they have considered the further 
ramifications that arise from this prospect to the extent of adopting a theory of photography is 
another matter. In any case, all photographers will most likely have expectations that the camera 
will produce a certain sort of image that will fulfil their expectations to a greater or lesser 
degree. 

For example, the parent, who perhaps becomes a photographer once a year, taking a 
snapshot of a child on holiday with an instamatic or throw-away camera, will have 
certain expectations with regard to the outcome of the image that is about to be 
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produced. This is accompanied by a set of criteria for the evaluation of the success (or 
otherwise) of the endeavour and an idea of the intended audience. This may rely upon 
the pre-ordained standards for display to the restricted audience of the family album, to 
be viewed by close friends as well as present and future members of the family. These 
issues may not be conceived of in quite these terms, but there are criteria for the 
evaluation of photographs which are derived from an underlying theoretical 
standpoint — a situation which not only demands an implicit understanding of the 
camera's ability to provide a visual record, but which also determines the anticipated 
outcome which will be subject to certain traditions, codes and conventions of visual 
representation. The photograph may be intended to be realistic, a good likeness (if not 
flattering); will have formal qualities — it will be composed in a particular way, be 
colourful etc.; it will express the socially acceptable image of a happy holiday. At the 
same time, it will be perpetuating a traditional photographic practice of the family 
snapshot accompanied by its hundred-year (or so) history, which includes the 
expansion of the railways that contributed to the development of the seaside tourist 
industry in the nineteenth century, in addition to the introduction of easy-to-use 
photographic equipment that enabled the rise of amateur photography. All such 
considerations will, in turn, engender further theoretical implications. 

A knowledge of photographic critical theory will not provide the formula to enable 
the student to become a successful photographer. Photographs that are constructed 
from rigid theoretical frameworks can appear as reminiscent and as lifeless as the 
results of painting by numbers. Of course, it is not necessary to acquire any of this 
theoretical background in order to take good photographs. However, for the student of 
photography, or for those intending to work with the medium or have greater 
understanding of his or her own practice and potential, photographic theory can offer a 
valuable insight into the medium's history, scope and characteristics. It is my belief 
that this will enable the student to take a broader and more innovative approach to the 
photographic medium, the practices of the future and the production of photographs 
that can contribute to extending the range of critical approaches to the medium. 

In the chapters that follow, we will first examine the historical context and visual 
tradition that gave rise to the photographic phenomenon. Chapter 1 proposes a shift of 
emphasis away from the conventional 'history of photography'. Although it offers an 
historical outline of photography, it does not intend to be merely descriptive, but aims 
to provide both the historical background and the rationale for photographic 
representation. It introduces theories of vision, perception and representation which 
serve to indicate the characteristics of the photographic medium and the extent to 
which the photograph relates to the information gained through the activity of visual 
perception. This approach establishes a theoretical framework which can also be used 
to address the characteristics of digital photography. 

Chapter 2 considers the pre-production factors in approaching the photographic 
shoot. It begins with a discussion of some of the conceptual skills necessary for using 
the camera and aims to understand photography through the intentions of the 
photographer, which are categorised in terms of Realist, Formalist and Expressionist 
aesthetics. This is followed by a chapter dedicated to an investigation into the character 
and nature of the photographic image. Little attention is given to photographic 
techniques per se — specific details such as darkroom practice and how to use a camera 
are well covered in a number of introductory photographic textbooks. 2 In this volume it 
is considered that a more limited yet selective orientation to technical theory will 
suffice. 
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The scope and limitations of the post-production process become the subject of 
Chapter 4, which is followed by a discussion that deals more specifically with issues 
arising from notions of documentary practice in photography. Chapter 5 explores the 
use of the camera as a documentary tool and Chapter 6 looks at photography as a 
medium of expression. In paying special regard to contemporary photographic practice, 
a media-based photographic assignment is examined. The photographic assignment 
aims to enable students to see the entire process — from initial commission to reader's 
response — from a number of viewpoints. These are based upon interviews with those 
involved at various stages of the assignment: editor, photographer, picture editor and 
reader. Each of these stages will be accompanied by the photographs, contact prints, 
etc., which result from the actual assignment, as well as the various stages of the 
decision-making process. Lastly, Chapter 7 describes the current impact of new 
technologies on photographic practice. In this final chapter we shall turn to the 
transformations to photography made by computerisation resulting from the shift of 
emphasis from the analog to the digital image. It aims to estimate the future 
significance of digital imaging for photography. 



1 



Historical outline 
of photographic 
representation 



'Jeeves,' I said, 'have you ever pondered on Life?' 

'From time to time, sir, in my leisure moments.' 

'Grim, isn't it, what?' 

'Grim, sir?' 

'I mean to say, the difference between things as the way they look and things as 

they are.' 

(P.G.Wodehouse, 1930:18) 

THE history of photography over the last 160 years traces the emergence of 
a practice that has revolutionised our understanding of visual 
communication. We can therefore propose that, in contrast to the 
conventional approach of describing the invention and development of the 
medium, we should study the medium's growth in social, cultural and 
psychological significance to offer an understanding of the photographic phenomenon. 
But in order to do this it becomes necessary to provide both the historical background 
and philosophical rationale for photographic representation. This can help us to 
understand some of the reasons and influences that might explain how the medium has 
attained such significance in contemporary society. Above all, photography can be seen 
as a product of its time, reflecting the intellectual climate of its origins, as well as 
operating as an instrument of social change. Nonetheless, perhaps the most basic and 
fundamental question that needs to be addressed is: why is it that photographs seem to 
appear so realistic? And is it this assumed realism that accounts for its widespread 
influence? Is the answer of a purely mechanical nature, arising from quite plausible 
demonstrations that the camera works in a similar way to the eye and thus provides the 
same sort of information we obtain in everyday perception? Or is it because we have 
been brought up in a culture that has developed a particular set of interpretative 
conventions and strategies that enable its members to perceive photographic codes as 
realistic images? 

We shall see that the opposition of the realist view of photographic representation to 
the conventionalist theories has haunted photography from the first years of the 
medium's invention and seems to be surviving today's impact of digital imagery. While 
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the accumulating evidence appears to suggest that the photograph cannot be so easily 
written off as presenting a simplistic window on the world, it may be neither 
advantageous nor accurate to speak of photography constituting one of several visual 
languages. Instead, the photograph should be considered as a special kind of 
phenomenon which amounts to a complex system of representation drawing upon 
differing aspects of our cognitive processes and social interpretations. 



Photographic realism 



Photography seems to record, rather than interpret, a piece of world in front of 
the camera... the camera and lens are often regarded simply as pieces of 
machinery which allow an image, a duplicate, of the world to be transferred onto 
film. 

(Kuhn, 1985:26) 

WHEN we come to consider how a photograph is able to provide an accurate 
and detailed rendition of the subject, we find ourselves impressed by the 
realism of the image. In many people's view, a 'good' photograph is one that most 
accurately 'looks like' the thing it represents. If we hold up a photographic print and compare it 
to the subject, the image can appear to look more or less similar to the original (see Figure 3). 
However, the argument for photographic realism goes beyond mere appearance, for 
our knowledge of the photographic apparatus (the camera) and its mechanism (the way 
it operates) provides sound reasons for believing the photograph records 'reality'. This 
realist view of photography is based on two central, and related, convictions: 

1 The camera is similar in construction to the eye and forms an image in much the 
same way as our natural organ of visual perception. 

2 We think of photographs as 'looking real' because they reflect the same pattern of 
light to our eye as the object itself would normally emit. 

On face value, this would seem to offer a very straightforward and convincing argument. Both 
eyes and cameras are chambered in their construction and appear to operate by the same optical 
principles — those of the camera obscura. At one end of the chamber is an aperture where an iris 
controls the amount of light that enters and which is to be focused by means of the lens. This 
projection of light casts an inverted image of the 'world outside' onto the other end of the 
'chamber'. In both cases it is a light-sensitive surface — the retina of the eye, the film in the 
camera — which records the visual image. Indeed, it has been these instrumental characteristics 
of the camera that have been used to explain the function of our eyes. For example, in the 1930s, 
the physiologist Sherrington (1937-8: 105) in describing the eye's construction went so far as to 
identify it with the camera: 'the likeness to an optical camera is plain beyond seeking... The 
eye-ball is a little camera'. Such an approach appears to be relatively straightforward and non- 
problematic. It suggests that, when looking at a photograph, the viewer sees the same array of 
information that is normally picked up by the retina of the eye. The photograph is held literally to 
re-present what we would have seen had we been in the position of the photographer at the precise 
moment the shutter was released. While this form of explanation may seem an obvious fact of our 
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Figure 3 Tree at Upper Swell, Gloucestershire', 1997 



Photograph by Terence Wright 



visual perception, it had not always been thought to be so. Despite a general awareness of the 
phenomenon of the camera obscura, which had been noted as far back as the third century BC, 
it was not until the seventeenth century, the age of rationalism, that a connection was made 
between the camera and the functioning principles of the eye (Lindberg, 1976: 178-208). (See 
Figure 4.) 
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Figure 4 Camera Obscura; engraving from Athanasius Kircher (1671) Ars Magna Lucis 
et Umbra, Amsterdam, p. 709 

Courtesy of the Science and Society Picture Library, Science Museum 



The camera obscura 



ALTHOUGH photography itself has a relatively long history, camera-like 
devices had been in use by painters and draughtsmen over many centuries. The 
artist's camera obscura, which was to become the ancestor of the modern 
photographic camera, was only one of many related optical devices that were employed 
to transcribe a three-dimensional world onto a two-dimensional picture plane. The art 
historian Kenneth Clark (1949:37), for example, points out that during the fifteenth 
century Piero della Francesca used the camera obscura for creating perspective images 
of three-dimensional scenes. Clark also mentions that Piero knew Alberti and it was 
Alberti (1435:79) who is renowned for describing the picture as 'a window on the 
world', a metaphor which has had a lasting influence upon the visual arts. However, it 
was later recognised by Leonardo da Vinci, amongst others, that the pictorial 
representation of space posed a number of problems. One central concern was that an 
accurate impression of realism was obtainable only if the image was viewed at the 
centre of perspective and with only one eye. Otherwise, a variety of ambiguities and 
distortions could be encountered. For example, Leonardo had observed and analysed 
the perspective distortion which occurs at the edge of the picture when painting a wide 
field of view, and this phenomenon can continue to pose problems for the present-day 
photographer when using a wide-angle lens. 
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Vision and representation 



THE analogy between the eye and the camera was first proposed in 1604 by 
Johann Kepler. It then came to play a central role in the psychology and 
philosophy of perception for the next 350 years. It also had the added benefit of 
providing a scientific rationale for Western pictorial representation. Kepler's theory of 
vision had suggested there was a strong similarity between the way the eye functioned 
and the optical principles of the camera obscura. In particular, he felt that his analogy 
could overcome the classical problem of how images of objects that were far away and 
much larger than the eye could find their way inside such a small organ of perception. 

The term camera obscura was derived from the Latin for 'dark chamber' and it 
has been suggested that this principle was observed by Aristotle as far back as 32 
BC. 1 Going a little further back, Plato's description of the cave bears a striking 
resemblance to the images (or shadows) projected on the interior wall of the camera 
obscura. It is no coincidence that Susan Sontag opens her account On Photography 
with 'In Plato's Cave' though nowadays, according to Sontag, 'this very insatiability 
of the photographing eye changes the terms of confinement in the cave, our world' 
(1977:3). In the early eleventh century, the Arabian scholar Ibn Al-Haitham (usually 
known in the West as Alhazen) used a camera obscura in astronomical studies and 
went on to propose a theory of vision that relied upon a convergence of light rays. 
According to Schwarz (1985:120), it was Kepler who, in 1611, was the first to invent 
the optical device known as the camera lucida. If this is correct, Kepler's stature in 
the history of photography is further enhanced. Not only would he have been the first 
to suggest that the eye operated on the same principles as the camera obscura but his 
invention of the camera lucida would have provided Talbot with a drawing device 
that would have had a profound influence on the invention of photography some 200 
years later. Perhaps it was Talbot's (1844) association with this equipment that first 
led him to describe photography as 'photogenic drawing'. The difficulties that Talbot 
encountered in using the camera lucida forced him to return to his earlier 
experiments of using the camera obscura to project an image onto paper and then to 
make that image permanent. 

However, the important point for photography is that a theory of pictorial 
representation evolved which had a firm basis in the current understanding of the 
optical and physical mechanisms of vision. In our present age of computer technology 
we have inherited this tradition of developing representational systems that aim to 
replicate our current understanding of visual processes. For example, the goals of 
'simulation' or 'mimesis' remain central to the development of virtual reality 
technology, which also aims to use our current understanding of our perceptual 
processes to achieve its effect. As well as today's virtual reality systems, a further 
consequence of the analogy has been the introduction of a sequence of analogies, 
between our perceptual systems and the currently available technologies. 2 These 
analogies suggest that visual representations should present themselves to the viewer in 
a way that emulates the human perceptual apparatus. This is one way in which systems 
of representation reflect current thinking and become typical products of their 
historical period (see Penny 1994:199-213). 

The philosophical importance of Kepler's analogy was recognised by Descartes, and 
largely through his agency it came to have a lasting influence on the sciences and the 
arts alike. In 1637, Descartes, in his Dioptrics, described an experiment which demon 
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Figure 5 Scheiner's experiment, in Descartes (1637) La Diopthque 



strated the analogy's validity and served to explain how the image is formed on the 
retina of the eye. The experiment (performed initially by Scheiner) claimed to 
demonstrate the camera-like principles of the mammalian eye. A dissected ox-eye was 
placed in the blind of a window, looking outside. Some of the membranes were 
gradually removed from the back of the eye until it was thin enough to be translucent 
without breaking. These were replaced by tissue paper which was held to have a similar 
function to the ground-glass screen of a plate camera. As the room was darkened an 
inverted image of the world outside became visible on the back of the eye; as Descartes 
himself put it, 'not perhaps without wonder or pleasure'. This was held to demonstrate 
conclusively that the eye, operating on the same principles as the camera, produced a 
projected image which could, in turn, be detected by the brain (see Figure 5). 

It was Descartes who played a leading role during a period of dramatic change in 
philosophical and scientific thinking. Although he wrote little on the arts, his principles 
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and methods (as well as his general contribution to the prevailing intellectual climate) 
instigated the seventeenth-century revolution in cultural thought. For example, this 
period, which set in chain a sequence of scientific advances that led to the invention of 
photography, was marked by the formulation of aesthetic theories that came to terms 
with the new technology of the medium of print. Furthermore, it can be seen as a 
period of redefining communication and the role of the reader in the communicative 
process: 

From this moment on, gradually but increasingly there developed a race of 
authors who write to an indefinite body of readers, personally undifferentiated 
and unknown, who accept this separation as a primary condition of their creative 
activity and address their public invisibly through the curtain, opaque and 
impersonal, of print. 

(Bronson, 1968:302) 

This aspect of communication is subject to current concern in view of the ascendancy of 
interactivity between the viewer and multimedia productions. However, the dualism between 
author and reader, implied by Bronson, can also be seen as characteristic of the Cartesian era. 
As with the eye/camera analogy, it reflected current thinking. In Descartes' scheme of things, 
the dichotomy of body and soul implied a conceptual separation of mind from eye. It was this 
mechanistic view of the human condition that underlaid his attraction to the analogy, thus 
reinforcing the analogy between the eye, as a discreet organ of perception, and the camera. The 
influence has been long lasting. Descartes' co-ordinates have become a central system to the 
rationalist method of understanding the world. The representation of space has relied upon the 
use of the Cartesian grid and lens-projection continues to be referred to in this context (Dubrey 
andWillats, 1972:15). 

We might further reflect that the phenomenon of the camera obscura may well be 
architecturally dependent. It is an optical effect that is most likely to be observed by people 
belonging to those cultures that dwell in buildings. 3 Though we should remind ourselves that it 
is one thing to observe a phenomenon, it is quite another to decide to incorporate this natural 
optical phenomenon into a system of visual representation, let alone to give it a central role. 
Indeed, other cultures have adopted systems of representation employing a different range of 
criteria. Japanese painting, for example, may employ multi- viewpoints and an oblique projection 
system (see Figure 6). 

In other systems, such as Palaeolithic cave art, other criteria become important, in 
particular that the image has indistinct boundaries and certainly nothing resembling a 
frame. So we can consider the tradition of representing the world through the boundary 
of a rectangle as being a peculiarly Western, urban phenomenon: 'Chinese painters like 
Chou Ch'en never considered that they should portray nature as if it were seen through 
a window, and they never felt bound to the consistency of the fixed viewpoint 
demanded of their Western counterparts' (Edgerton, 1980:187). 

So in retrospect this may lead us to consider that, despite recognising that essential 
principles are shared between the eye and camera, this is not the essential factor in 
producing a successful picture and, on further reflection, we might consider it a 
mistake to base an entire theory of visual representation on such an analogy. However, 
such an identification has had a lasting influence upon the arts. The fact that the 
structure of the eye shares common physical and optical features with the camera — 
both employ a lens with an adjustable iris which focuses an inverted image onto a light- 
sensitive surface — offers a scheme that supports the construction and the final 
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Figure 6 American photographers taking a daguerreotype of a courtesan, 1853-4 

Illustration by unknown Japanese artist 



appearance of the 'realistic' picture; therefore this has remained a convincing argument 
for Western art systems that have retained 'mimesis' as their central purpose. 

Nonetheless, the employment of such an analogy was not without its problems. 
Berkeley, in 1709, describing how 'external objects are painted on the retina' (section 
LXXXVIII), encountered the 'mighty difficulty' that the retinal images were inverted 
(and this is how the latent image is recorded on the film in the camera); but we are able 
to see the world 'the right way up'. As far as Berkeley saw it, the physiology of vision 
set up the dichotomy: that which we see ('visible ideas'), in contrast to that which we 
know ('tangible ideas'). Berkeley believed that the difficulty could be overcome 
through a theory of association. This suggests that although we initially see the world 
upside-down, as we grow up we begin to feel objects in our environment. The 
information derived from this exploratory 'feeling' is used to convert our visual input 
to compensate for how things are in actuality. While this may seem to be of mere 
academic interest, Berkeley's theory, along with the eye-camera analogy, has survived 
the centuries to enter the photography textbooks. In his Basic Photography, in the 
section titled 'The Human Camera', Langford (1978:123) muses: 'It is an intriguing 
thought that as newly born babies we had not only to learn to focus our lenses, but also 
grow used to the inverted images they form.' Recent developments in the theory of 
visual perception, as we shall see, are not necessarily in accord with this view. But 
Berkeley's dilemma between appearance and reality remains not only as a key issue in 
media reporting but also as a central concern to the principles of photography. 

At the time of its invention, photography was thought to realise the representational goals of 
Western art, just as Victorian culture was thought to be the acme of refinement, having developed 
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Figure 7 'Laboratory instruments', 1853: stereoscopic still-life of mid-nineteenth-century 
scientific instruments, and including a photographic treatise 

Photograph by Antoine Frangois Jean Claudet 



from the 'primitive' social organisation of 'savages'. Charles Darwin sums up the theory of 
culture that prevailed during theyearthattheinventionof photography was announced: 'One's 
mind hurries back over past centuries, and then asks, could our progenitors be men like these? — 
men, whose very signs and expressions are less intelligible to us than those of domesticated 
animals' (Darwin, 1839:474). 

The developmental approach to the history of art which was characteristic of nineteenth- 
century theories of cultural evolution saw the developing trends towards realism as 
constituting art's evolution. It echoed the late Victorian theories of culture. In this view, the 
early stirrings of primitive art could be seen as formative efforts in attempting to represent 
a world of confusion and magic. 4 In the late nineteenth century, this was equated with the 
drawings of children. With the rise of civilisation, the Greeks and Romans began to develop 
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more or less correct means of picturing, employing depth cues and early forms of perspective. 
As Western culture descended into the dark ages, so visual representation degenerated, only 
to be rediscovered and reach new heights during the Renaissance, when perspective proper 
was developed. Finally, in the nineteenth century, photography was invented which, in accord 
with the contemporary views of cultural ascent, 5 provided the mechanical means of faithful 
representation. This view of cultural ascendancy does have contemporary significance in 
serving to demonstrate how camera representation became so deeply rooted in the social 
values of Western culture. For example, we might consider it is important to recognise the 
philosophical determinants of this particular sort of nineteenth-century representation, again 
marking an age when a considerable degree of faith was placed in current technology. A 
stereoscopic image produced by photographer and scientist Antoine Francois Jean Claudet 
not only features a number of his own inventions, but has resulted in a study that takes pride 
in the technological advancements of his era (see Figure 7). The daguerreotype includes a 
stereoscope and a treatise on photography amongst the array of optical instruments and 
chemical equipment. 



The Constructivist Theory of perception 

TO return to theories of perception, the standpoint we have encountered thus far 
is known as the Constructivist Theory. To recapitulate, images of the world are 
focused onto the retina in a similar way that the camera focuses an image onto 
the surface of the film. This retinal image provides the basis of our visual perception 
from which the perceiver makes unconscious inferences. Learning by association 6 
overcomes the problems of the image being inverted, reduced in size and flat. 
According to this theory, we associate the visual input with the tangible: that which we 
see with that which we know. If we were to update the theory we would suggest that 
the eye gathers signals from the world via a mechanism which shares basic features 
with the camera. Light is passed through a lens to be converted from energy into 
electrical impulses which are transmitted to the brain. However, some impulses 
(Berkeley's 'visible ideas') will conflict with other information (tangible ideas) 
causing a visual system conflict or illusion. This theory, with its roots in the 
philosophy of Descartes and Bishop Berkeley's scheme of things, leads to the 
'argument from illusion' whereby we can never be sure whether our senses are 
deceiving us. This philosophical puzzle suggests that — as perception is sometimes 
fallible — we can never really be sure when our senses are acting faithfully or being 
wholly misleading. Therefore we are never sure if our perception is correct on any 
particular occasion. This is partly a consequence of an approach that depends upon the 
visual stimulation detected by the eye — the retinal image — being translated into 
perception by the brain. In this case it suggests that objects in the world outside are 
unknowable; we receive sensations and impose such secondary concepts as space and 
time upon them. For example, Helmholtz, who will be encountered in more detail later, 
firmly believed that we receive sensory input which only makes sense because of the 
associations we have developed through learning. On this point he is very close to 
Berkeley's theory of vision. Yet it led to his particular interest in visual illusions which 
suggested to him that perception is the result of 'unconscious inferences' made from 
sensory signals picked up by the organs of perception, such as the eye. 



22 The Photography handbook 



One of the problems with this theory is that it considers perception as being 
something of a spectator sport, in which the perceiver is cast in the relatively passive 
role of observing the image on the retina. More recent theories reject the notion of the 
retina as a simple location for recording pictures to consider it more of an information- 
gathering tool. We shall examine this shift of emphasis in detail later. 

Of course one can see the attraction of such a theory, whereby photographs look realistic 
because the photographic image has been formed through a similar process to the ways we 
normally see the world. In semiotic terms, this argument supports the notion of the photograph 
as an icon: the photograph as 'looking like' its referent. C.S.Peirce uses the photograph as an 
example of the iconic sign in his theory of signs: semiotics. However, later theorists have suggested 
that because of its causal relationship with the photographed object, providing a trace of its 
existence, it should be classified in Peirce's scheme as an index. (This is discussed in greater 
detail in Chapter 3.) 

The formulation of the recipe for success in producing a convincing picture has a 
long history in the visual arts. For example, in the eighteenth century, the painting 
should be produced 

to affect the eye of the beholder so that he should not be able to judge what he 
sees is only a few colours laid artificially on a cloth or the very objects there 
represented, seen through the frame of the picture as though through a window. 

(Taylor, 1811) 

In these instances, Taylor describes it as 'light... [travels] from the picture to the 
spectator's eye in the very same manner as it would from the objects themselves'. 
Psychologist James Gibson provides a more contemporary description of this 
phenomenon: 

A faithful picture is a delimited physical surface processed in such a way that it 
reflects or transmits a sheaf of light-rays to a given point which is the same as 
would the sheaf of rays from the original to that point. 

(Gibson, 1954:14) 

So, in adapting this to photography, the theory suggests that the camera records a 
pattern of light onto the film plane. This pattern is transferred (via photographic 
processing) to the photographic print which re-presents the same pattern of light (as 
produced by the original object or scene) to the viewer. A fundamental difference here 
is that the pattern of light is now dislocated in time and space from the original event. 

There are certain conditions where the similarity between the 'artificial' image and 
our 'everyday' perception is so close that we can be fooled into believing that an image 
is a real scene. This is known as trompe I'ceil: 1 a term which suggests that the visual 
display causes the eye to be mistaken in its perception. It presents the viewer with such 
a strong illusion that he or she is fooled into confusing the painting with an actual 
scene. In these instances, much depends upon reducing the pick-up of information 
concerning the surface of the image: its flatness or texture, for example. Indeed, it 
invariably involves the artist's attempt to suppress, as much as possible, the formal 
qualities of the medium. Throughout the history of painting a variety of methods have 
been employed and some are still employed today in the creation of virtual realties, for 
example the flight simulator where the 'user and the screen display are well shielded 
from reality by the simulated cockpit of a jumbo jet or interior of a space ship' 
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Figure 8 'Saint Ignatius entering Heaven', Andrea Pozzo, c. 1707; an eighteenth-century 
example of virtual reality 

Photograph by Terence Wright 

(Loeffler and Anderson, 1994:xv). Traditionally, they have included the following 
techniques: 

• presenting the picture at a distance from the spectator so that the surface texture, 
brush strokes or canvas fabric cannot be seen; 

• painting or projecting the image onto an unusually shaped surface; 

• making the image appear to be part of the space occupied by the spectator (as in the 
above flight simulator example), such as creating a visual continuation of tangible 
objects into the depicted space; 



• restricting the viewer's position to the centre of perspective of the image. 
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Figure 9 'Heroes 1', 1986. Illusory information dominates the image. However, we can 
detect subsidiary information that leads us to conclude that if the exposure had been 
made from a point away from the painting's centre of perspective, the illusory image 
would lose its effect and impact 

Photograph by Callum Colvin 



All these techniques can be found in Andrea Pozzo's painting St Ignatius entering 
Heaven (see Figure 8) and have been discussed at length by Pirenne (1974). 

We can find a contemporary continuation of the trompe Vceil tradition in the work of 
Callum Colvin, whose photographs create contradictions between that which we see 
and that which we know to be the case. In Colvin' s photograph (see Figure 9), illusory 
information dominates the image. However, we can detect subsidiary information that 
leads us to conclude that if the exposure had been made from a point away from the 
painting's centre of perspective, the illusory image would lose its effect and impact. 

These images can be seen as contemporary visual demonstrations of Berkeley's 
theory of vision. However, it should be stressed that they remain so only as pictorial 
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phenomena and should not be taken as examples or model demonstrations of how we 
actually perceive the world. These, as with other illusions employed in the psychology 
of perception, are consequences of making pictures. Difficulties arise when the 
properties of visual representations are confused with the characteristics of our 
everyday perception. 



Evolution and the camera 



I think the Old Masters weren't artists, they were just good photographers before 
the camera was invented. 

(Man Ray, 1992:20) 

AS we have already seen, the camera obscura and other related gadgets became 
useful tools for the Western artist some five hundred years before the invention 
of photography. For example, Giovanni Battista della Porta describes the value 
of camera devices when used as drawing aids for the artist. This influence was later to 
be regretted by Kenneth Clark: 

By the end of the seventeenth century the painting of light had ceased to be an 
act of love and had become a trick. The camera lucida was no longer an object of 
wonder, but an habitual artist's companion. 

(Clark, 1949:47) 

Nonetheless, it was this device that had inspired Fox Talbot: 

amusing myself on the lovely shores of Lake Como in Italy, taking sketches with 
Wollaston's camera lucida... After various fruitless attempts I laid aside the 
instrument... I then thought of trying again a method which I had tried many 
years before. ..to take a camera obscura and to throw the image of the objects on 
a piece of paper in its focus... It was during these thoughts that the idea occurred 
to me — how charming it would be if it were possible to cause these natural 
images to imprint themselves durably, and remain fixed upon the paper. 

(Talbot, 1839) 

With the notion of the images 'imprinting themselves', the 'automatic' characteristic of 
photography has tended to have the result of diminishing the skills of the photographer. Described 
by Gell (1992) as a 'lowly button presser' (see Introduction), all the photographer has to do is 
point and click. But even the use of the camera as an aid to painting proper has been looked 
down upon and deliberately obscured: 'the literature on Vermeer of Delft has included first 
hints, then suggestions and, finally, all but direct statements that Vermeer used... the camera 
obscura as an aid in making his paintings' (Seymour, 1964:232). 

Although it had been long known that artists had used 'drawing machines', Seymour 
points to a conspiracy of silence among art historians, who were probably concerned 
that the skill and stature of great artists would be diminished if it were publicly known 
that they had 'cheated' by using artificial means for their picture-making. It may also 
be interesting to note in this context that Gombrich in his The Story of Art concludes 
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his chapter 'The Mirror of Nature' with a discussion on Vermeer. Although Gombrich 
too makes no reference to the camera, he maintains, 'Like a photographer who 
deliberately softens the strong contrasts of the picture without blurring the forms, 
Vermeer mellowed the outlines and yet retained the effect of solidity and firmness' 
(1950:324). Additionally, this epitomises the regard for photography that has 
traditionally been held by art historians who have found it difficult to come to terms 
with the attributes and qualities of the photographic medium and the skills of vision 
and selection it demands. 

Apart from all this, it is important to remember that although the use and principles of the 
camera obscura exerted a strong influence over photography by producing a similar system of 
projection, it was not the photographic camera as we know it. The medium of photography 
combines two sets of phenomena. As Roland Barthes (1982) reminds us: '[it] is at the intersection 
of two quite distinct procedures; one of a chemical order: the action of light on certain substances; 
the other of a physical order: the formation of an image through an optical device' (p. 10). He 
goes on to propose that 'the painter's camera obscura is only one of the causes of Photography; 
the essential one, perhaps was the chemical discovery' (p. 31). 

We can take it that the convergence of these two procedures resulted in the medium of 
photography which, though related to painting and drawing, amounts to an entirely new 
representational system with its own particular attributes. In addition, photography came to 
prove itself capable of transforming the culture from which it sprang and was also a 
quintessential product of its own empirical era. Any examination of the development and 
proliferation of photography would not be complete without accounting for the medium's 
location in intellectual history. Some of the major historical events surrounding photography's 
inventions were outlined in the introduction of this book. The eighteenth century was a period 
characterised by scientific rationality. Although Darwin' s Origin of Species was not published 
until photography had been around some twenty years, it was the 1850s that saw the beginning 
of the rapid expansion and proliferation of the medium. For example, we shall see later on 
that the stereoscope of this period not only boomed in its popularity but offered further support 
for the eye/camera analogy. In the meantime, in its process of revolutionising the Western 
intellectual tradition, Darwinism proposed a new rationality for the latter part of the nineteenth 
century. While the popular practice of photography was rapidly expanding (in 1851 there 
were fifty-two photographers in Britain, in 1861 this number had risen to 2,534 8 ), the writer 
Charles Kingsley is reported to have remarked in 1863, 'Darwinism is conquering everywhere 
and rushing in like a flood' (Bibby, 1959:83). Naturally, photography was held to provide an 
objectivity that was most appropriate to this intellectual climate. Darwin himself had even 
employed the 'objective records' of the photographer Oscar Rejlander to illustrate his The 
Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals of 1872 — a volume which also contained the 
photographs of the mechanistic demonstrations of Duchenne which used electrodes to stimulate 
facial expressions in mental patients (see Figure 10). Indeed, it can be argued that in the face 
of anti-Darwinian arguments, based upon the divine origins of species, the more Darwinism 
moved towards the sort of extreme demonstrations of socio-cultural evolutionism that have 
been outlined by Alan Sekula (1986). 

In England, debates continued with regard to the purity of the photograph in conflict 
with artistic practice. In 1900, for example, the photographer Benjamin Stone alerted 
the Royal Photographic Society to 'process reproduction' — 'a lamentable custom 
resorted to of tampering with photographs either in the negative or in the process of 
reproduction, so as to correct partial failures in the original negative, and oftentimes 
embodying distinctly fraudulent effects' (Stone, 1900). As far as the photographic 
world was concerned, Stone had entered the fray of an on-going debate at the turn of 
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Figure 10 'Self-portrait of Oscar Rejlander', from Darwin (1872), The Expression of the 
Emotions in Man and Animals. Rejlander's illustrations were compared to those from an 
experiment by Duchenne, whose subjects were stimulated by electrodes into forming 
expressions of horror 

Photograph by Oscar Rejlander 



the century concerning the relative attributes and deficiencies of straight and artistic 
photography. An example of the opposing view was outlined during this period by 
Robert Demarchy (1899) in 'What difference is there between a good photograph and 
an artistic photograph?'. In contrast, Frederick Evans (1900) — in putting forward the 
argument for 'Pure Photography' (one month after Stone's statement) — supported the 
National Photographic Record Association which had exhibited at the Royal 
Photographic Society that year. It was to prove to be an argument that was not (nor still 
is) likely to go away quietly. 'Photography has been, and is still, tormented by the 
ghost of Painting' (Barthes, 1982:30). 



Twentieth-century theoretical standpoints 

IN the 1920s, the Gestalt psychologists attempted to shift the emphasis from the 
Constructivist point of view and in doing so revolutionised perceptual theory. Their 
reaction to the 'classical' view of perception as posited by Herman von Helmholtz 
was marked by the suggestion that the most important qualities for perception are not 
individual sensations, but the organisation and structure of perceptual information. 
That they believed the overall pattern of stimulation to be more important than the 
isolated stimulus is expressed in the catchphrase 'the whole is more than the sum of the 
parts'. Or, as later revised by Koffka (1935:176), 'It is more correct to say that the 
whole is something else than the sum of the parts'. The important point to remember is 
that they considered perception to be holistic, and not restricted to making sense of a 
mosaic of independent sensations. The Gestalt approach overcame some of the 
problems posed by the classical theories — for example the perception of such qualities 
as transparency and glossiness. These cannot be perceived as individual sensations: the 
entire patterns of perceptual information have to be taken into account. They depend 
upon the relative attributes of the objects of perception. 
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In the visual arts, one of the most significant outcomes of the Gestalt revolution 
occurred in the history of the cinema. It was Eisenstein's indebtedness to Koffka that 
led to Eisenstein's notion of the third meaning in his theory of film montage, and a 
similar theoretical viewpoint was applied to photography by Barthes in his description 
of the 'third effect'. Meanwhile, in some respects this tendency was reflected in the 
photography of the period placing emphasis on the overall context of the photographed 
object: 

'neo-realist' photography discovered a world of industrial products, and showed 
itself as a component of the aesthetic of commodities in a double sense, affecting 
production and distribution... an industrial product develops its own particular 
aesthetic only when the serial principle, as the general basis of manufacture, 
becomes pronouncedly visible. 

(Molderlings, 1978:92) 

Once more, we find that perceptual theory is closely related to photography movements 
of the period — accompanied by a revision of accepted notions of photography. For 
example, the 'New Realism' (Benjamin, 1929) of the 1920s and 1930s is closely 
related to Kohler's psychology based on 'the world as I find it, naively and 
uncritically' (Kohler, 1929:1). Furthermore, the Gestalt psychologist Wertheimer 
propounded the Law of Pragnanz (Organisation) which stated that given a range of 
geometric organisations 'one will actually occur which possesses the best, simplest and 
most acceptable shape' (Koffka, 1935:114). That Wertheimer had suggested this in 
1923 places his thoughts reasonably close to the thinking of Bell's (1914) notion of 
'significant form'. Bell's search for a denominator, common to the art of all cultures 
and historical periods, led him to propose a Formalist aesthetic in which the elements 
of colour and line generated particular emotions (see p. 42 of this volume). For the 
moment, it can be seen that a close association was maintained between theoretical 
perspectives derived from the contemporary intellectual climate and those of 
photographic and artistic practice. 



The ecological approach 



GESTALT psychology of the 1920s provided the impetus for further theoretical 
developments in the psychology of visual perception (Gibson, 1979: 138). This 
most significant shift in perceptual theory occurred some forty years later in 
the work of the psychologist James J.Gibson. In his The Senses Considered as 
Perceptual Systems (1966), he expanded upon the Gestalt position. He states that 'it is 
a mistake to conceive each persisting pattern as a separate stimulus'. This pattern might 
be the retinal image conceived of as a photograph. In contrast, it is the ways in which 
the patterns of stimulation transform that are most significant for perception. 
'Transformations of pattern are just as stimulating as patterns are' (Gibson, 1966:40). 
For Gibson, it was his encounter with the problem of landing aeroplanes on a 
moving aircraft-carrier during the Second World War that led to his development of 
a new theory of visual perception. It almost goes without saying that such an 
approach to perception, derived from problems encountered in providing flight 
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simulation, has gained particular relevance in the creation of virtual environments. 
This is perhaps most succinctly outlined in his The Ecological Approach to Visual 
Perception (1979) where, according to Gibson, the existing theories of perception 
could not provide an adequate account of how organisms could find their way 
around their environments. His reappraisal of perceptual theory was also partly 
motivated by evolutionary theory, for Gibson maintained that the basic elements of 
perception should be biologically significant. This takes us back to the origins of 
our perceptual systems. 

In Gibson's view, the classical theories of perception were over-preoccupied with 
visual illusions and dwelt too much on the failures of perception. In addition, they were 
too concerned with taking a mechanistic approach, that is, involved with the physics of 
perception (as was Helmholtz). Instead, Gibson proposed that perceptual processes had 
evolved alongside the organism's adaption to its natural environment and therefore 
should be biologically significant. Perception was now considered in evolutionary 
terms. In contradiction to the views of Berkeley (and Langford), it has been suggested 
that humans have evolved with neural structures that are genetically programmed to 
interact with early perceptual experience to create systems that function specifically for 
the perception of depth (Banks, Aslin and Letson, 1975). One such example is 
binocular disparity, the perception of depth derived from the differences of information 
detected by each retina. In Gibson's scheme, this system has evolved because this 
method of perceiving depth information is ecologically valid. During the evolution of 
the species, the different combinations of retinal disparity and convergence have 
become associated with relative depth. Yet this input of depth information is achieved 
without recourse to a single stereoscope-type image located in the brain. These 
perceptual systems had evolved with the human organism to furnish us with the most 
appropriate information to enable us to cope with the environment we inhabit. Theories 
that emphasised the illusory nature of perception were heavily criticised for not 
providing an adequate explanation that was rational from this ecological point of view. 
Indeed, we would be right in supposing that any organism that was consistently 
deceived by its senses would be unlikely to survive. Needless to say, the 
epistemological ramifications of this debate are extensive. However, three central 
conclusions can be drawn: 

1 Perception has to be studied with the subject operating in its natural environment. 

2 Any organism has evolved a perceptual process to cope with the problems posed by 
its natural environment. 

3 Natural selection operates on the whole organism, not just the eye but all the organs 
of perception in conjunction with the whole body. 

The most significant point of all this is signalled by a move out of the psychology 
laboratory into the natural environment. As for its relevance to photography, Gibson's 
theory of perception, based upon ecological consideration, amounts to a strong 
objection to the eye-camera analogy. In doing so, it shifts the emphasis from the 
passive registration of retinal images to perception based upon the whole organism's 
active engagement with the environment. The close comparison between the eye 
(integrated into a dynamic exploratory organism) and the camera (operating as an 
impartial recording instrument) begins to fall away. Such an approach amounts to a 
radical challenge to those theories of perception which owed their ancestry to 
Descartes' mind and body dichotomy. 



30 The Photography handbook 



One sees the environment not with the eyes but with the eyes-in-the-head-on-the- 
body-resting-on-the-ground. Vision does not have a seat in the body in the way 
the mind has been thought to be seated in the brain. 

(Gibson, 1979:205) 

Gibson places increased attention on the perceiver' s activity and exploration. We no 
longer consider that we capture the world by retinal pictures, but we gather visual 
information about the world that is contained in the ambient light and is already 
structured by the environment. It should be added that this 'free-floating' information 
is not constructed in the form of a picture, 9 though it is the camera's action of sampling 
light which is projected onto a two-dimensional image plane that has the ability of 
structuring this information into pictorial form. In addition, Gibson points out that the 
chambered eye of the vertebrate is only one method of perception. For example, with 
their compound eyes, insects pick up visual information without relying on a 
mechanism that resembles a photographic camera. We might also consider that bats are 
able to perceive the features of the environment that are significant to their existence in 
their usual habitats without recourse to optical information. Such thoughts provided the 
basis for Gibson to develop his ecological approach to visual perception. 

For photography, the general upshot of Gibson's contribution to perceptual theory is that it 
places a new relevance on the differences rather than the similarities between perceiving the 
world and its putative visual representations. So if photographic/retinal images do not form the 
basis of visual representation, it means that photographs become rather special objects, posing 
a particular set of problems when we begin to consider how they provide us with information. In 
this context, it is not so much the perception of the world that is important, but the question of 
how we perceive photographs that becomes especially relevant. In deposing pictorial images 
from their central position in perceptual theory, Gibson has drawn attention to the peculiar 
nature of photographs and has increased awareness of the problems specific to visual 
representation. 

As soon as we adopt Gibson's theoretical standpoint, most of the illusions that suggest the 
fallibility of perception have to be disregarded. They depend on the cramped style of the perceiver 
as the psychological subject: for example, head fixed looking through a peephole, or they rely 
on abstractions or pictures which are not characteristic of our everyday perception of the world. 
As we saw with Pozzo's painted ceiling (Figure 8), the success of the realistic illusion depends 
upon the viewer's fixed position at the centre of perspective. In the church of San Ignatzio in 
Rome this is indicated by a yellow marble disc fixed into the centre of the floor. Similarly, 
information regarding visual illusions is more often obtained from the psychology laboratory 
where 

the subject's perception is limited to one viewpoint and the ground of the 
perception has been made indeterminate. Either limitation is sufficient to destroy 
natural perception as such and hence my grasp of the situation is subject to error 
because my capabilities as a perceiver are severely cramped. 

(Fahrmeier, 1973:268) 

Gibson's approach to visual perception amounted to a strong reaction to a general 
cultural tendency of a narrowing of the disciplines in an aim to establish their exclusive 
areas. While in art and photography this had come to manifest itself in modernism, in 
the theory of visual perception it meant that psycho-physiological explanations of 
visual illusions had been in ascendance. 
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So, in the early 1960s, art critic Clement Greenberg in his 'Modernist Painting' was 
advocating that painting should reduce its activities to its 'unique and proper area of 
competence' (Greenberg, 1960:103), whereby 'painting has had above all to divest 
itself of everything it might share with sculpture'. This reflected his earlier views when 
he felt that photographers were intruding upon the territory held by painting. For 
instance, he considered that the photographer Edward Weston displayed 'a lack of 
interest in subject-matter and an exclusive concentration on the medium. ..a confusion 
of photography with painting' (Greenberg, 1946:295). Similarly, attempts have been 
made to define the role and characteristics of photography. In his The Photographer's 
Eye (1966), John Szarkowski distinguishes paintings that are 'made' from photographs 
that are 'taken'. Furthermore, in the 1950s other photographers, such as Aaron Siskind 
and Harry Callahan, were producing images that aimed to maintain 'a special 
equilibrium between the world of ordinary objects in familiar time and space and the 
intensely-felt subjective image' (Smith, 1961:102). 

In the meantime, Gibson was shifting the site for the study of perception from the 
laboratory into the environment, as visual artists were also beginning to move out of 
the gallery into the landscape to produce Land Art. Both these changes reflect a general 
cultural trend that characterised the 1960s: abandoning the restriction of Greenberg 's 
modernism by moving from areas of narrow specialism to the wider exploration of 
accepted confines of practice. In both areas of activity, increased demand was placed 
upon the role of the perceiver/viewer. 

Not only were some artists constructing work, or mark-making, in the landscape 
(Richard Long), but some were rejecting the notion of an art-object altogether (Joseph 
Kosuth). In order to communicate this inaccessible or ephemeral work, the camera 
became an increasingly important tool of documentation. Richard Long established a 
new tradition in English landscape art, whereby the photograph was displayed in the 
gallery and came to stand in as visual evidence of a piece of sculpture. 10 Perhaps the 
final irony, in this context, was that however radical the art in attempting to reject the 
art establishment, the gallery wall retained its status as a prime site and location for 
exhibition. And it was the photograph that could provide a static permanent display in 
the gallery or be included in limited edition publications. The camera was considered 
to be an objective mechanical means of recording sculptural ideas. Initially its 
neutrality went unchallenged: 'The aspect of documentation has become increasingly 
important for Conceptual Art. The camera as well as the Xerox machine can be used as 
dumb recording devices' (Meyer, 1972:xvii)." It was not long before these artists 
discovered that photography did have its own intrinsic properties which could not be 
left unexplored. Investigating the medium of photography through both written and 
visual work soon became the respectable pursuit of a number of artists. The work of 
Victor Burgin and John Hilliard are two such examples. 

At this point we might reflect that the nineteenth-century invention of photography 
had the result of removing the necessity for painters to pursue representational goals. 
They began to question issues of visual representation and to explore the nature of the 
medium: 'Impressionist paintings may be seen as mirrors of nature, but above all they 
convey the idea that they axe, paintings of nature' (Scharf, 1968:179). So it would seem 
that the very same artistic-practices launched by the camera in the late nineteenth 
century were catching up with photographic practice some eighty years later. Aaron 
Scharf had also noted that with the spread of the camera's influence the 'awareness of 
the need for personal expression in art increased in proportion to the growth of 
photography and a photographic style in art' {ibid: 179). 
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Avant-garde practice 



LIKE any other visual art, photography is a dynamic practice which is subject to 
change and innovation over time. A quick review of any field of photography 
will reveal how the photographic image in advertising, fashion, journalism and 
even the family album has undergone dramatic stylistic and contextual changes over the 
past 30 years. While some of these changes may be due to technical innovation, most 
innovations in approach have been determined by the dynamics of photography 
operating in a changing society. Both factors interact to contribute to cultural change. 
The relationship between systems of representation and the culture in which they 
operate is rarely a matter of passive reflection. In this context, photography has 
provided new visions which have enabled, for better or worse, the transitions from the 
nineteenth to the late twentieth century. Science and technology, as well as culture in 
general, demand representational systems to promote and facilitate change. As an 
example, writing on the role of the visual arts in the broader context of the technical 
and social change that took place during the Renaissance, Samuel Edgerton predicts 
that: 'Scientists and historians of the future. ..will study the visual arts not as mere 
passive reflectors of great ideas, but as active promulgators of those ideas' (Edgerton, 
1980:211). 

Photography that can be considered avant-garde, meaning that it is in advance of its 
time, 12 has the sole aim of creating new styles, techniques and the expression of new 
ideas. Poggioli (1968) sees this as a product of the contemporary artist's alienation 




Figure 11 'Oxford Street, London' (1998). An advertisement derived from the artist 
Christo's 'Running Fence' appears on the side of a bus 

Photograph by Terence Wright 
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from society and similarly, within photography, it is generally regarded as a marginal 
pursuit, separate from mainstream photographic practice. This is not to say that an 
image that held good thirty years ago could not do so today, or that some photographic 
qualities are now out of date, but that there has been a rapid expansion in what might 
be called 'acceptable styles' of images. And new styles both reflect and create new 
ideas. This is partly Bloom's (1975) point — that the artist is trapped by the dilemma of 
either extending his or her tradition inherited from artistic forerunners or by creating 
work that is, at the same time, new and innovative. In taking a retrospective glance, we 
often find that yesterday's avant-garde artworks trickle down through a process 
whereby today's avant-garde becomes tomorrow's popular culture (see Figure 11). 

In preference to industrial, fashion, advertising and scientific photography, why is 
the art photograph given so much prominence in the history of photography? Reading 
through the standard histories of photography one detects distinct favouritism for 
coverage of those who are on the art side of the medium, i.e. those photographers 
whose work is most frequently displayed in the gallery. As such it seems to 
characterise the distinction between pure and applied arts, which separates the efforts 
of the artist from those of the craftsman. This is exemplified in the nineteenth-century 
writings of Baudelaire who found 'utility' hostile to 'beauty', which should be 
independent and superior to any other consideration in the production of art. 13 
Nonetheless, the ability to produce innovative work that can radically revise the 
photographer's traditions of practice has been criticised. According to some critics, the 
Avant-Garde and Modernist approaches have become part of the art establishment: 
'There is no tension, the creative impulses have gone slack. It has become an empty 
vessel. The impulse to rebellion has become institutionalised... its experimental forms 
have become the syntax and semiotics of advertising' (Bell, 1976:145). 

In the 1970s, some critics such as Rosalind Krauss began to move away from the 
Modernist tradition. In breaking the tradition of the artist striving towards originality, 
she cites the artist Sherrie Levine who 'seems most radically to question the concept of 
origin with its notion of originality'. Levine was considered to have infringed the 
copyright of Edward Weston by rephotographing a print by Weston of his son Neil, 
signing her own name and exhibiting the result. 



Photography as an entertainment medium 

IT is seldom recognised in the standard volume on 'the history of photography' that 
photography functioned as a medium of popular entertainment as much as an art or 
a science (by the photographer Muybridge, for example). One popular curiosity of 
the mid-nineteenth century was the stereoscope. The stereo photography 'fad' lasted 
for the fifteen years from 1852-67, though the device had been invented by Wheatstone 
as far back as 1833, six years before photography's invention was announced. The 
stereoscope received a significant boost in popularity after its appearance at the Great 
Exhibition of 1851. While Baudelaire in 1859 complained about the 'thousands of 
greedy eyes [which] were glued to the peepholes of the stereoscope, as though they 
were the skylights of the infinite', this development in photographic technology had 
strong associations with the latest findings in human physiology. In the same year as 
Baudelaire was expressing his trepidation, the physiological rationale for the 
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stereoscope was described by the physician Oliver Wendell Holmes on the other side of 
the Atlantic: 'our two eyes see somewhat different pictures, which our perception 
combines to form one picture, representing objects in all their dimensions, and not 
merely on surfaces'. Possibly by coincidence, approaching the decline of the 
stereography craze, Helmholtz published his Treatise of Physiological Optics (1866), 
where he describes the invention, and later (1884) he points out that there is no 
evidence of a physiological fusion occurring in the brain whereby the two retinal 
images form a single stereo image. Returning to Descartes (1637), he had already 
remarked that there is not another set of eyes in the brain that look at the image derived 
from the retinae. 

This physiological analogy is criticised by Pirenne in Vision and the Eye (1967). He 
cites stereography as another example of misconceptions arising from identifying the 
instruments of perception with the psychology of perception. In principle, the 
stereoscope would seem to explain binocular disparity (see p. 29) and to extend the 
visual system, suggesting that two diverse pictures are transferred to the retinae — are 
received as retinal images — and transferred in turn to the brain where the images of 
minimal difference are fused or matched together to create a three-dimensional percept: 
'the supposition that the information has two parts, one to each eye, and that these parts 
require fusion' (Michaels and Carello, 1981:119). We might adopt yet another analogy 
proposed this time by Pirenne (1967:196): 'if one touches a marble with two fingers, 
one does not normally feel two marbles'. These views would seem to concur with 
James Gibson's theory of visual perception. 

This chapter has aimed to examine some of the theoretical standpoints that have 
determined how pictorial representation has been regarded and how it has come to play 
such a central part in Western culture. A view prevails that we are relying less on 
literacy: we are becoming more of a visual culture. But the term is not one that can be 
used lightly: the conditions under which visual images in general have come to operate 
throughout history, and how photography in particular has contributed to the formation 
of the modern era, are indebted to the complexity of changing theories of vision and 
visual representation. 

We have moved from considering simple theories of replication, through those that 
proposed that photography is subject to the same complexities as linguistics, finding 
that neither extreme offered an entirely satisfactory theoretical model upon which to 
base photographic practice. Nonetheless, we find that visual images have a complex 
dynamic relationship with the culture in which they serve. Over the last 160 years, 
photographs have acquired a unique range of cognitive and social functions. They play 
a central role in extending our perception and widening our understanding of the world, 
as well as preserving personal records of our interactions and customs. It has been a 
changing picture and has not settled at any clear or concise theoretical standpoint. 
Quite how the photograph operates in relation to human psychology is yet to be 
determined by areas of study outside the remit of this book. To what degree a child is 
pre-programmed to have an inherent understanding of photographic imagery, or 
whether he or she relies upon the application of more general learning strategies to 
make sense of a photograph, remains an open question. 

It could be argued that for the photographic practitioner such questions do not need 
to arise as it makes little difference to taking photographs, although in an environment 
of rapid social and technological change, the photographic medium is being subjected 
to shifting emphases regarding its supposed truth and ability to provide an accurate 
record. Consequently, this will have an effect on its use and function in an increasingly 
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global culture. The photographer of the future may not be able to survive by simply 
emulating existing codes of practice. The future will prove that some of the issues 
outlined in this chapter will recur in different guises, accruing increased or diminished 
significance. Nevertheless, the digital era is creating and revealing complex and diverse 
systems of operation that photographers and theorists alike may find increasingly 
difficult to keep abreast with and understand. 



2 



Pre-production 



The aesthetics of photography 



Every time we look at a photograph, we are aware, however slightly, of the 
photographer selecting that sight from an infinity of other sights. 

(JohnBerger, 1972:10) 

DESPITE its original derivation from the Greek verb 'to perceive', 
the primary aim of aesthetics from the eighteenth century onwards 
had evolved to include the study of ideas concerning beauty or 
taste. For example, Baumgarten, in 1735, began to apply Cartesian 
principles to the arts and, at the same time, coined the term 
aesthetics (Beardsley, 1966:156). More recently, since the beginning of the 
twentieth century, this field of study has been characterised by a concern for the 
principles (or rules) of art as well as the broader concerns of artistic practice. In 
this context, it is the aim of this chapter to establish a theoretical framework that is 
appropriate to the practice of photography. Nonetheless, it would be very unwise to 
suggest that successful photographs could be produced by applying appropriate 
formulae: tastes in photographic representation vary from individual to individual 
and are subject to change over time. But while concepts of beauty are culture- 
bound or can be partly determined by the individual's subjective experience, there 
may be some universal principles which apply to all aesthetic systems. Symmetry, 
proportion and balance are three such examples. In the art of the Yolngu, the 
Australian people of north-east Arnhem Land, the Aboriginal word miny'tji 
approximates to the English terms 'design' and 'colour': it 'can also be used to 
refer to any regularly occurring pattern or design, whether it is natural or cultural 
in origin' (Morphy, 1992:184). As we saw in the previous chapters, the early 
practitioners and commentators on photography were led to think of the camera as 
providing an automatic record of the truth. And here the film theorist Andre Bazin 
has been frequently quoted from his paper 'The Ontology of the Photographic 
Image', where he refers to the 'objective' nature of photography: 'Originality in 
photography as distinct from originality in painting lies in the essentially objective 
character of photography. ..between the originating object and its reproduction 
there intervenes only the instrumentality of a nonliving agent' (Bazin, 1967:13). 
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Figure 12 'Mr and Mrs Edwin and Emily Wilde', early twentieth century, photographed by 
their daughter (the author's grandmother). Not only has a likeness of the subjects been 
recorded by the camera (realism), but the image expresses security, assuredness and 
domesticity. This is aided by the formal elements of the image: the triangular pose of the 
subjects, the framing with the curtain and the inclusion of domestic artefacts, 
conforming to the style of the Victorian carte de visite 

Photograph by Betty Viner 



This is a (characteristically French) play on words: for the word objectif has a 
double meaning with its English translation being equivalent to either 'objective' or 
'lens'. Bazin uses this analogy to suggest the automatic objectivity of lens-based 
representational systems. While the critical theory of photography can appear 
incredibly complex, seeming to comprise a confusing web of competing perspectives: 
psychoanalytic, phenomenological, feminist, semiotic, etc., the triangle of realism, 
formalism and expressionism provides a basis that is appropriate to lens-based media 
and offers an easily comprehensible structure that enables the student to address the 
others. 

As mentioned earlier, it often appears that theories are mutually exclusive and 
dogmatic. While sometimes theoretical perspectives are established in strong reaction 
to the existing theoretical canon, with the benefit of hindsight they seem to blend in to 
each other, cross-breed and develop from each other — appearing as variations on a 
theme. The intended use of these categories is not to pigeon-hole photographic 
practice. Rather, they assume that the act of photography usually involves a subject — 
which is more or less realistically represented; a photographer (or operator) — who 
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expresses something of his or her personality and/or cultural situation; and the formal 
properties of the photographic medium — which will be more or less evident in the final 
photograph. For example, if we look at an historical photograph, rather than 
considering it exclusively in terms of realism we would be wise to examine the 
expressive aspects of the image — what were the personal and social constraints on the 
photographer; as well as the formal aspects — the technological limitations and the 
prevalent styles of photography of the particular period (see Figure 12). 

As a brief summary, the 'aesthetic intentions' can be described as the photographer 
intending the viewer to look: 

• through the photograph — as if it were a window: Realism; 

• at the photograph — as if it were an aesthetic object: Formalism; 

• behind the photograph — to consider what might have motivated it: Expressionism. 

These can be considered the basic aesthetic concerns of photography which centre around 
recording the subject (realist) through photography (formalist) by a photographer (expressionist). 
In retrospect, these concerns can be seen to be present in the art of all eras and cultures. 
However, the intention of artists to pursue these representational goals is very much a late 
nineteenth-century/early twentieth-century phenomenon. The invention of photography had 
played a significant role in initiating these tendencies: 'personal expression in art increased in 
proportion to the growth of photography and a photographic style in art.... Impressionist 
paintings may be seen as mirrors of nature, but above all they convey the idea that they are 
paintings of nature' (Scharf, 1968:179). So as photography evolved and its usage proliferated, 
artists became more concerned with the pursuit of realism, that is, to produce paintings that 
represented 'real life', and they began to consider formalist matters or exhibited a greater 
tendency for personal expression. Some painters combined two or all of these characteristics. 
While this scheme may be considered something of a generalisation, it does have the virtue of 
providing the building blocks for a theory of photography. It does not pretend to be exhaustive 
but forms a basic conceptual framework that can aid the student' s understanding of photography 1 
and encourage the development of his or her own practice. 



REALISM 
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The diagram represents the ideal notions of realism, formalism and expressionism; they 
remain outside the triangle as, in mainstream photographic practice at least, they can be considered 
unattainable. In other art-forms, painting for example, it may be possible to produce work that 
is non-representational in that it claims to make no reference to the representation of depth, nor 
any real or otherwise perceived world (this matter is discussed at length by Greenberg, 1960): 
But with photography, assuming that the image is 'taken' with a camera, the image's source of 
information, despite any subsequent manipulation, is derived from the physical world. Thus all 
photographs will contain information about the subject (realism), the medium (formalism) and 
will contain clues to the intentions behind the production of the image (expressionism). The 
author recognises that Expressionism, Realism and Formalism refer to specific movements at 
particular periods within the history of art. This photographic use of the scheme should not be 
confused with nor identified with them. For the purposes of this volume the terms have been 
derived from more general cultural tendencies, as follows: 

• realism: the 'willed tendency of art to approximate to reality' (Levin, 1963:68); 

• formalism: 'Any school or doctrine that emphasises, any emphasis on or preoccupation 
with, form or forms or formal elements in any sphere: of thought, conduct, religion, art, 
literature, drama, music, etc' (Bullock and Stallybrass, 1977; 240); 

• expressionism: 'A quality of expressive emphasis or distortion, to be found in the 
works of any period, country, or medium' (Bullock and Stallybrass, 1977:223). 

So when these terms are applied to photography, they can be summarised as 
representing three interrelated viewpoints: realism — which prioritises the photographed 
object or scene; formalism — concerned with the qualities of the photographic medium 
or the photograph as an object itself; and expressionism — the viewpoint of the 
photographer. For example, in the 1920s the 'f-64' group founded in California aimed 
for 'straight photography' — addressing the image in terms of both realist and formalist 
issues. Rather than interpret the subject-matter, they used photography to present the 
subject to the viewer, relying on the medium's characteristics of detail, focus and 
clarity. This theoretical framework for the photograph applies more to the pre- 
production of photography and may be linked to the intention of the photographer or 
the characteristics of the photograph that may be sought by the viewer. The diagram 
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above gives an indication of how the work of three photographers might fit into the 
scheme. 



Realism 



THE arguments for photographic realism were addressed in the last chapter. To 
summarise, they rested on the mechanical automatic operation of the camera, the 
perceived similarity between the camera and the eye (identifying photographic 
representation with our usual visual perception) and the fact that photographs (to the naive 
observer at least) tend to look like the subject. As we saw earlier, the film-theorist Andre 
Bazin in proposing his theory of realist cinema believed in the objective nature of the camera. 
It could automatically achieve objectivity because it was a mechanical device that could produce 
an imprint with little recourse to the human agency. This replication of reality had been the 
initial goal of the painter in classical times, and the ideal of the representation that is true to 
life has remained an important consideration in contemporary media and the new technologies. 
For example, the notion of virtual reality is characterised by more and more detailed attempts 
to fulfil most of the conditions that create verisimilitude. Certainly, at the time of photography's 
invention, it was thought that the trace produced by the camera automatically fulfilled the 
representational goals of Western art. The painter Delaroche, responsible for the notorious 
pronouncement 'from today painting is dead', had reported: 

The painter finds in this process an easy way of making collections for after- 
study and use which otherwise are obtainable only at great expense of time and 
labour, and yet perfect in quality, no matter how great his talent may be. 

(quoted by Arago, 1839 in Trachtenberg, 1980:18) 

At this point we encounter a further philosophical problem as, inevitably, we must 
ask what is this reality against which photographic images should be judged? At its 
extreme, photographic realism is marked by attempts to suppress any evidence of the 
photographer's role or the viewer's perception of the medium of photography. 2 The 
intention is to produce a trompe I' ceil, fooling the viewer into believing that they have 
access to unmediated perception of the scene. Perhaps this accounts for most of our 
common uses of photography as proof or evidence and for identification in passports, 
mug shots, forensic photographs, etc. The historical photograph can provide evidence 
about how things once were (though should be approached with caution and not be 
taken at face value). Nonetheless, the use of photography for forensic purposes is 
perhaps at the extreme of realist practice. The camera is used to provide quantifiable 
information. This was also the intention of the early use of the camera by 
anthropologists (Wright, 1992a), where the assumed objectivity of the photograph 
could provide information for what was considered to be a positivist discipline. In 
ethnographic photography, the nineteenth-century anthropologists were concerned to 
produce photographic work in the context of positivism, 3 relying upon information 
that was scientifically valid and quantifiable. But, used in this way, the camera 
proved itself unable to record the social facts as were later demanded by British 
social anthropology, which emerged in the early twentieth century supplanting the 
evolutionary approach to the development of culture. 
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Figure 13 'Incubus, London Road, Worcester', 1989 



Photograph by Terence Wright 



However, in the positivist context, the photograph is intended to function as a record 
rather than an interpretation in order to represent what an observer-on-the-spot would 
have seen. Its ability to provide evidence is governed by the photographer adhering to 
certain rigid requirements and criteria. The image should contain no distortion and the 
photographic method should aim to be straightforward and accurate. Naturally this may 
still be open to interpretation but, in order to try to achieve these goals, the forensic 
image would be photographed whenever possible with a standard lens yielding normal 
perspective and depiction of the objects at the same relative size to achieve optimum 
clarity in the photograph. 

Although this attempt to bring about a neutral objective image is usually regarded as 
the province of science, some photographers working in the genre of fine art have 
attempted to minimise aspects of projection by producing a frontal image (see Figure 
13), or have reduced the amount of minification or magnification so as to provide more 
of a direct transfer of the object onto the picture plane. For example, Edward Weston 
referred to himself as a 'straight' photographer, and looked for the 'basic reality' of the 
things he photographed recorded by the camera's 'innate honesty'. We might even cite 
the Russian photographer Alexander Rodchenko who took to an exploratory 
investigative approach which involved examining the subject 'in the round rather than 
looked through the same key-hole again and again'. However, as we shall see later, 
there can be quite different opinions regarding the exact terms of the reality that the 
photographer considers him or herself to be recording. 

As we have already seen in Chapter 1, the history of photography has closely 
shadowed that of mainstream art and over the years their paths have frequently crossed. 
In one such period, during the late 1960s/early 1970s, a number of artists adopted the 
camera as a means of documenting transient artworks that were often sited in obscure 
locations — Richard Long for example, who established a particular landscape tradition 
that has since been adopted by other artists such as Andy Goldsworthy. Although the 
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site for the construction of the work had moved from the gallery into the landscape, 4 
photography became an essential means of displaying artworks to a wider public. 

However, despite their intentions towards photographic realism in which the 
photograph would serve as a 'transparent' record, it soon became apparent that the 
photograph was altering the viewer's appreciation of the artwork. Photography had its 
own unique characteristics and formal qualities which led sculptor Walter de Maria to 
state: 'this sculpture was not made with the intention of creating a situation for a 
photograph. The photograph, through repeated use, throughout the years, has 
inadvertently come to be a work in its own right' (de Maria, 1980:44). 

The problem remains that, despite the photographer's intentions towards realism, 
the photograph is an object with an arrangement of surface elements which can have 
only a limited correspondence to the three-dimensional world. This can be described as 
the dual nature of the photograph: the photograph as representation and the photograph 
as a two-dimensional object. 

As we have seen, the camera has the ability to record a limited amount of the 
information that is available in the environment. However, in doing so, the process will 
add its own qualities and is well able to distort this information. Some photographers, 
however, have become exclusively concerned with the medium of photography itself 
and have made the scope and limitations of the medium the sole objective of their 
visual investigations. As art critic Richard Cork put it in 1975: 

All too often, the camera tends to be employed as a useful technological 
convenience rather than as a visual recording device with its own uniquely 
circumscribed set of capabilities and limitations... Photography does entail a 
material entity in its own right, whether the artist likes it or not. 

(Cork, 1975:60) 



Formalism 



Whether... art has pretensions towards 'realism' or not, it remains as 'bound' by 
conventions which act as rules as much as a game of chess does. 

(Hawkes, 1977:73) 

WHATEVER intentions the photographer may have with regard to recording 
reality in a photograph, it nonetheless remains that photography is a medium 
and the characteristics of that medium act as both vehicle and obstacle to the 
scene recorded. Even if the photograph is intended to act as a window on the world, the 
viewer cannot help but perceive the window at the same time as viewing the world. So 
the photographic representation of a three-dimensional scene depends upon the 
camera's projection of an image on a two-dimensional flat surface. Once an experience 
is mediated it becomes subject to the scope and limitations of the particular medium 
employed. And, as we shall see later on, it also remains bound to the social and cultural 
conventions which provide the broader context of the mediated experience. 

The tendency for artists to acknowledge openly the form of a painting emerged 
during the late 1860s. During this period the full social impact of photography was 
becoming clear. While Scharf (1968:179) notes that these changes can be attributed to 
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the 'encroachments of photography on naturalistic art', Malraux had proposed that 
'modern art began when what the painters called "execution" took the place of 
"rendering"... for Manet the drawing, the rendering of skin, came second; his sole 
object was to make a picture' (Malraux, 1954:116). This idea of 'making a picture' is 
particularly characteristic of Modernism where concern with the process or the medium 
is foremost (Greenberg, 1960). 

While photographs are not made up of brush strokes as is a painting, the fixing of a 
two-dimensional pattern upon the pressing of a button is a fact of life for the 
photographer. In painting, the two-dimensional pattern was referred to by Delacroix as 
the 'music' of the painting and furthermore it is clear that Delacroix made use of 
photography (Scharf, 1968:119-25) as a sketch-book to make preliminary studies for 
his paintings. 'In most painting, this canvas pattern does provide the "music" of the 
painting ... This "visual music" does somehow get mentally integrated with the 
perception of the scene depicted in depth' (Pirenne, 1972:95). 

The dual awareness of the scene in depth and the surface pattern of the image — as in 
the rabbit/duck illusion — may be an either/or phenomenon. Sir Kenneth Clark (1949) 
describes his attempts to 'creep-up' on a painting, trying to catch the moment when the 
brush strokes became a picture: the point at which the representation transforms into 
the art-object. Once again, it seems that one or the other perception has to predominate. 

Cartier-Bresson (1952:47) seems to suggest that the surface 'pattern' may be 
perceived at a subconscious level; he nonetheless considers it to be a key feature of 
photography and integral to perceiving the photographic image: 'if the shutter was 
released at the decisive moment, you have instinctively fixed a geometric pattern 
without which the photograph would have been both formless and lifeless'. 

While Cartier-Bresson' s approach relies upon the underlying formal properties of 
the photograph, Aaron Siskind (1956:98) maintains their priority emphasising form 
over content: T accept the flat plane of the picture surface as the primary frame of 
reference of the picture... the object serves only a personal need and the requirements 
of the picture'. 

Despite the rationale for the photograph's replication of physical reality, Siskind 
has shifted his emphasis to the pictorial characteristics of the image whereby form is 
considered to be an end in itself, maintaining its own justification. This concern with 
the form of the picture is very close to Bell's notion of the 'significant form' which 
stirs the emotions. Again, picking up on Delacroix's musical analogy, in the 1950s 
Suzanne Langer maintained that 'music is a tonal analogue of emotive life' bearing 
'close logical similarity to forms of human feeling' (Langer, 1953:27). 

As we saw in the last chapter these sentiments are characteristic of their era, with 
the formalist agenda culminating in Greenberg's notion of modernist painting of 1960. 
The alternative view of this tendency in photography has considered that this approach 
is forcing photography into an aesthetic straitjacket borrowed from painting. The 
Russian literary critic Viktor Shklovsky (1917) believed that the purpose of poetry was 
'to make objects "unfamiliar", to make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and 
length of perception because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and 
must be prolonged. Art is a way of experiencing the artfulness of an object; the object 
itself is not important' (Shklovsky in Lemon and Reiss, 1965:1 2). s This approach, with 
certain similarities to James Gibson's active perception (see p. 28 of this volume), 
suggests that the photographer's formalist use of the medium can deliberately create an 
obstacle between the viewer and the object, so that the viewer, involved in making 
efforts to overcome the medium, is forced into adopting a new perceptual standpoint 
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with regard to the object — that of seeing a familiar object in a new way. I think we can 
assume that in such instances the medium must not be so impenetrable that the viewer 
loses interest in engaging with the photograph. According to the Russian Formalist 
critics, images in poetry have never really changed; what has changed is the form of the 
poem. And if we are to apply this view to photography we might suggest that, despite 
technical innovations in photographic equipment and materials, the subjectmatter of 
photographs has changed relatively little — portraits, landscapes, war, etc. Yet the style 
of these images has changed over the years, as has the photographer's approach to a 
rapidly acquired repertoire of subject-matter. 

An extreme brand of Formalism is 'self-reflexive' photography; this is characterised 
by the photographs which have an overall concern with informing the viewer about the 
ways that the medium of photography operates — photographs about photography. This 
type of work has often been criticised as being introspective as it does not tell us about 
the world as normally expected of the medium; rather, it only informs us about 
photography. Nonetheless, this approach can have the virtue of drawing renewed 
attention to the scope and limitations of the photographic medium, to make unfamiliar 
those characteristics to which, because of our everyday encounter with photographs, we 
may have become blind. For example, it may remind us that the photograph is only an 
image imprinted on a flat piece of paper, or it may reveal certain anomalies in 
photographic representation. 

This form of practice may become an important aspect of the photographer's work 
in an attempt to push the boundaries of the medium to find the ways that photography 
can best work in order to widen the photographer's own repertoire of photographic 
effects, vocabulary and style and to establish an individual way of seeing. Essentially, 
it involves a conscious activity of experimentation with the photographic medium. 

What is the significance of this for the wider practice of photography? This 
approach can provide valuable explorations into the capabilities of the medium, 
readjusting its scope in the contexts of social and cultural change. It can enable the 
practitioner to understand the character of photography. This might be considered 
particularly useful in contrast to the early years of photography, where innovation in 
photographic work can appear to have been somewhat limited by the accepted canon of 
art and by the employment of metaphors with current technologies. 6 



Expressionism 



TRADITIONALLY, this approach has been characterised by the photographer 
choosing and photographing a subject not on its own merits, but because it has 
qualities that express the photographer's innermost feelings. One might say that 
the photographer finds something in the world he or she can identify with and can 
photograph it in such a way that it expresses a feeling or thought-process. It aims to 
present a subjective reality by means of transforming what the photographer sees in the 
physical world into a photographic image which projects the photographer's inner self. 
In this context, the symbolic value of the image may be more important than 
straightforward denotation. Although it depends on a photographed object, the final 
image is not so much concerned with recording what is out there nor with the medium 
of photography but with the photographer's own way of seeing. On the one hand, it 
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could display the unique vision of an individual, on the other, the type of society to 
which we belong, or it could include expressing the need for social change. 

For example, the surveillance image produced by the automatic, photographer-less 
camera, as Kember (1995) has pointed out, played an important role in solving the 
crime of the abduction and murder of the toddler James Bulger, and the post-production 
images were important in the reporting of the crime. The same images were used in a 
number of papers, in a variety of contexts. Although the stills which had been grabbed 
from the video footage derived from security cameras were fuzzy and nearly useless, it 
returns us to the assumed value of the photograph, no matter how out of focus. Its value 
is that it is a photograph. We have an image that owes its existence to a non-living 
agency which nonetheless still has the power to create a wide range of speculation and 
potential meanings. For example, the impersonal images from the all-seeing eye of the 
surveillance camera can in themselves express horror or dismay in our society. 

In contrast to the other two categories, expressionism in photography has less to do 
with presenting a realistic representation or producing an interesting formal picture and 
is more concerned with the photographer expressing his or her own point of view. It 
could be the unique expression of the artist's inner self — the subjective world; or the 
expression of the artist's social, cultural and historical situation. So expression can be 
of an extremely personal, perhaps even of a spiritual nature, or it can express a strong 
political opinion. It may intend to instil in the viewers empathic contemplation or it 
may aim to change their opinion or even stimulate them into taking some form of social 
action. In some feminist photography, for example, the objective of the photographer 
can be to arouse the viewer's empathy with a social situation, with the longer-term aim 
of creating social change or promoting social responsibility (see Figures 14a and 14b). 

Photographs in this category do not need to be so concerned with recording the 
perceived world. Examples are the constructed images of Valie Export in which she 
mimics the poses of classical painting: T am trying to whittle out the expression and to 
give it independence... I am dealing mainly with female postures from a feminist 
viewpoint' (Export, 1977:168). Or, depending more upon the formal manipulation of 
photographic material, there is the photomontage work of Peter Kennard (see Figure 15). 

Extending the tradition of political commentary established by John Heartfield 
(Evans and Gohl, 1986) and to stimulate social action is: 'political photomontage in the 
service of the proletarian movement' (Klingender, 1935). As for the photographic 
tradition, this attitude can be traced back to C.Jabez Hughes' (1861:260-3) 
'pictorialism' whereby a photographer, 'like an artist, is at liberty to employ what 
means he thinks necessary to carry out his ideas. If a picture cannot be produced by one 
negative, let him have two or ten'. Here, realism becomes subservient to the 
photographer's expression as do the formal aspects of the image whereby 'the picture 
when finished must stand or fall entirely by the effects produced, and not by the means 
employed'. This sentiment has been subject to something of a revival with the 
increased use of digital photography. 

With the advent of post-modernism, photographers have aimed to shift the emphasis 
of expression away from the genius of the individual artist's unique and privileged 
viewpoint to that of cultural expression which recognises little distinction between the 
connoisseur and mass culture: 'original and reproduction, high and low art, 
entertainment and information, art and advertising' (Jan Zita Grover, quoted in The 
New York Times Magazine, 9 October 1988). 

If we look for the origins of expressionism in photography we find that the medium 
had inherited some of its attributes from the attitudes and theories of painting. For 
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Figure 14a 'Industrialisation' (1), 1982 



Photograph by Jo Spence 
Courtesy of The Jo Spence Memorial Archive 



instance, styles of expression in nineteenth-century British landscape photography can 
be traced to the expressionism of the paintings of Turner. In this regard, there is a sense 
of idealism which retains some of the characteristics of Berkeley's argument: between 
appearance and reality, but now introducing emotion. Indeed, E.H.Gombrich 
(1950:373), in his viewing of a Turner, is prepared to direct his attention away from 
realism in favour of expressionist criteria: T do not know whether Turner ever saw a 
storm of this kind, nor even whether a blizzard at sea really looks like this... In Turner 
nature always reflects and expresses man's emotions.' Furthermore, Ruskin (1860:366) 
had found obvious connections with the work of the early photography: 'A delicately 
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Figure 14b 'Industrialisation' (2), 1982 



Photograph by Jo Spence 
Courtesy of The Jo Spence Memorial Archive 



taken photograph of a truly Turnerian subject is far more like a Turner in drawing than 
it is to the work of any other artist.' 

The 1920s witnessed a renewed influence of expressionism over the mechanical arts 
of film 7 and photography. Artists such as Caspar David Friedrich (a German 
contemporary of Turner) came to be cited as occupying the same line of descent as the 
photography of the 1920s. Heise, describing the work of photographer Renger-Patzsch, 
finds that 



These are pictures of the life of the earth in the sense of Caspar David Friedrich. 
In this way a relationship between the painter and the photographer is both 
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Figure 15 'Crushed Cruise', 1981 

Photomontage by Peter Kennard 

possible and fruitful — not because of the style of the image, but because of the 
similarity of conception. 

(Heise, 1928:11) 

A more contemporary example is the work of Cindy Sherman, whose self-portraits 
show her in a series of fictional stereotypical roles which reflect the ways in which the 
mass media have traditionally portrayed women (see Figure 16). Her work contains 
aspects of performance art and photo-narrative. Of course, in the situation of making a 
self-portrait, one is at the same time photographer and subject. In this case one is able 
to develop the idea of self-projection. In Sherman's case she presents the viewer with a 
series of Jungian-style archetypes that might have contributed to the make-up of her 
own personality and fantasies. She has photographed herself in a number of guises or 
identities which have been derived from film and media images: 

There is a stereotype of a girl who dreams all her life of being a movie-star. She 
tries to make it on the stage, in films and either succeeds or fails. I was more 
interested in the types of characters that fail. Maybe I related to that. But why 
should I try to do it myself? I'd rather look at the reality of these kinds of 
fantasies. 

(Sherman, 1982:8) 

At base, Sherman's portraits seem to be asking the question: 'Who am I?' by 
examining and presenting possible influences on her life drawn from popular culture. 
In this way, she is dissecting her own personality into those constituent parts that have 



Image rights not available 



Figure 16 Untitled film still, no. 48 (Hitchhiker), 1979 

Photograph by Cindy Sherman 
Courtesy of the Saatchi Gallery, London, and Metro Pictures 
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been created by impressions and images which she has subconsciously combined and 
incorporated into her own character formation. 



The shoot 



HAVING considered the balance between the photographer's approach to 
recording the subject of the photograph(s): realism; the way the characteristics 
of the medium are to be used and featured in the representation: formalism; 
and the photographer's own personality and cultural milieu evident in the photograph: 
expressionism, we can now move to consider how this is put into practice. One of the 
central difficulties for photographers upon approaching a subject is estimating how the 
final photographs will measure up to their perception of the event in real life. It 
becomes necessary for the photographer to visualise the event in photographic form. 




Figure 17 'Nat West Tower, London' (1), 1997 



Photograph by Terence Wright 
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What does all the aforesaid mean to the photographer on a photo-journalist 
assignment? The context of the event may determine the type of image and approach 
expected of the photographer in photographing the National Westminster Bank building 
in the City of London, for example. The photographer may be asked to produce an 
image in the context of realism. The commissioning media organisation would be 
expecting a realistic likeness with even lighting, minimal perspective distortion — a 
stock-shot that would be suitable for a variety of contexts in a broad range of 
applications. It would have the basic demand of showing what the building looks like 
(see Figure 17). 

In contrast, a formalist emphatic image may be required to appear on a front cover, 
possibly with the purpose of enticing the reader to purchase the journal. Here the 
requirement could be for an interesting photograph, perhaps with dramatic colour or 
lighting, or a small section of the facade, or possibly something of a puzzle picture. 
The photograph may not need to be recognised as being of the particular building (see 
Figure 18). If a caption were used to locate the image, it could aim in Shklovsky's 




Figure 18 'Nat West Tower, London' (2), 1997 



Photograph by Terence Wright 
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Figure 19 'Nat West Tower, London' (3), 1997 



Photograph by Terence Wright 



words (see p. 43 this volume) 'to make objects "unfamiliar", to make forms difficult, to 
increase the difficulty and length of perception'. 

Yet again in the expressionist context, the photographer could be sent to photograph 
the building in such a way that expresses the power (and possibly the corruption and 
menace) of the city institutions. The photograph may show the building as dominating 
or menacing, possibly using a wide-angle lens that exaggerates the normal perspective 
of the building (see Figure 19). 
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Visualisation 



you can visualize any final image that your imagination and your technical 
mastery make possible. Visualization also includes the effects of camera 
position, the focal length of the lens, and your personal approach and orientation 
as a photographer. 

(Adams, 1973:228) 

THE central concern of visualisation is that of accounting for the relationship 
between the photographer's everyday perception when compared with how the 
scene or event will appear as a flat, still, visual image, divorced from its original 
context. Rather than recording the scene that you see, the camera records the pattern of 
light that the scene reflects or emits. In contrast to making an image of a three- 
dimensional physical world, the camera makes its image from the light that the 
physical world reflects. Ernst Gombrich (1975), for example in his paper 'Mirror and 
Map', in pointing out some of the consequences for visual representation, distinguishes 
between these two modes of recording. The photograph records visual phenomena that 
alter as the light changes, in contrast to a map which plots more permanent features of 
the terrestrial layout. For example, shadows do not cause us problems as we walk 
around the environment, but when we take a photograph such intangible and ephemeral 
phenomena appear as solid and permanent elements of the photograph. As we have 
already discussed, our systems of visual perception have developed to account for the 
stable features of the environment with less concern for the illusory or impermanent 
characteristics. So, seeing photographically involves imagining the scene from the 
unnatural static viewpoint of the camera. It means that the photographer must become 
especially aware of the light and other visual qualities of the scene. 'Seeing 
photographically', according to Edward Weston, 

is [the photographer] learning to see his subject matter in terms of the capabilities of his 
tools and processes, so that he can instantaneously translate the elements and values in a 
scene before him into the photograph he wants to make. 

(Weston, 1943:173) 

At the same time, photographers often need to distance themselves from events. Of course, it is 
essential to be aware of events that are going on around them but the final images resulting from 
photography will appear divorced from the context of the event. Also, it goes without saying 
that they will not record the perceptual cues of sound, nor will they automatically convey 
atmosphere. This will depend on the photographer's skill and ability in expressing such qualities 
in visual form. This is most commonly experienced in photographs of rock concerts, where the 
images seen in the cold light of day without the music can appear stilted and lifeless. 

However, this ability of photographers to distance themselves from the events they photograph 
has generated criticism. Placing the camera between the operator and the event can render the 
photographer as disregarding human suffering, creating the illusion that he or she can adopt the 
role of the detached recorder of events, fulfilling a function with no requirement for emotional 
involvement. For example, Malcolm Browne, who photographed the burning monk in Saigon, 
believed T had no point of view. I was concerned that the [photograph] be properly exposed, 
since the subject was self-illuminated that wasn't much of a problem' (quoted in Moeller 
1987:355). 
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Similarly, Harold Evans (1981:80-1) reproduces a photograph of the massacre in 
the Bangladeshi polo field, photographed by Michael Laurent in 1971. Seemingly, the 
photographer, among other onlookers, continued to photograph while people were 
being bayoneted in front of him. This not only raises the question of the detached 
photographer but the possibility that the presence of the camera acts as a stimulus or 
audience for people's actions and actively encourages events that otherwise might not 
have happened. The purist approach to photographic realism can suggest that the 
photographer does nothing to intervene on the scene. The image is taken with the aim 
of being strictly observational (or fly-on-the-wall), with not the slightest stage 
direction, not even removing one blade of grass. All the photographer can do is respond 
to events by selecting the appropriate camera angle and viewpoint, etc. 

One way of avoiding the tricks of the light and other unpredictable elements is to set 
up the image. This more careful approach to photography involves staging the 
photograph where the image is planned in advance — an example of high-control 
photography. In these instances the image is preconceived, then the conditions and 
arrangements for the image are established, organised and executed. Rather than 
responding to events it becomes a matter of art direction, with much less dependence 
on the photographer's spontaneity. The concept for the photograph may be the idea of a 
journalist or picture editor and can reduce the photographer's role to that of a mere 
functionary who may be brought in at the last minute to make a photographic record of 
a predetermined scene. In ideal conditions, for this type of shoot, the photographer is 
involved at the outset and is expected to contribute his or her expertise to a photograph 
that depends more on teamwork than on the vision of the individual. 

Another consideration for the photographer is whether to shoot in colour or black 
and white. In most commercial instances this choice will be prescribed by the journal, 
and some clients may ask for both. In this case it is useful to be able to establish which 
film-stock is to be given priority, as in a spontaneous situation it is not always possible 
to replicate shots. The shooting becomes more straightforward if you can shoot with 
the prioritised film-stock in one camera, using another camera body loaded with the 
other as a back-up. 

While in monochromatic photography an image lacking in colour will appear very different 
from the real world, it can have the added benefit (or hindrance) of romanticising the subject or 
of accentuating the graphic elements of the picture. At the same time it can radically alter the 
significant elements of the image. Bright, vibrant, coloured objects in the distance can be reduced 
to total insignificance in the monochromatic photograph. However, in colour photography the 
reverse is often the case, whereby the intentional nature of perception can direct the photographer' s 
attention away from insignificant but very colourful features which later can dominate the 
photograph. Whatever the standpoint of the photographer, the success or failure to communicate 
to the viewer depends upon the ability to control the medium to produce the desired effect 



Composition 



Composition is an essential part of a good photograph; photography as an art has 
no meaning without it. But composition, like technical craftsmanship, is a means 
and not an end. Expression is the end. If composition is made the end, the result 
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will be self-conscious, artificial and lifeless. Expression and composition are like 
life and body — a unity. Body by itself is a corpse. 

(de Mare, 1972:64) 

THE idea of composition is a complex one. At the outset photography had 
adopted the compositional rules of painting. These were laid down by Henry 
Peach Robinson (1869) and became the bible of the amateur photographer. In 
painting, the placing and formal arrangement of pigment on the painted surface is an essential 
part of the process. With photography, however, composition depends more upon changing 
the spatial relationships within the picture by selecting lines of sight and lens projections. 
By 1911 new styles of photographic composition were beginning to emerge. Photography, 
having released painting from representational goals, was now becoming subject to the 
abstract trends of painting, though with a distinctive photographic style. We have already 
seen the formalist aspects in the work of Aaron Siskind and Cartier-Bresson: how a two- 
dimensional pattern is imprinted on the picture-plane upon releasing the shutter and that, 
according to Pirenne, our subsidiary awareness of this pattern forms an essential part of our 
perceiving depth in the image. However, this view has been countered by moves towards an 
anti-aesthetic which has aimed to repress the formalist elements of the image in order to 
prevent them from detracting from the importance of the subject-matter. If the image is to 
convey a serious political message or if it aims to portray human suffering, for example, its 
impact may be weakened if its beauty as an image is perceived first and foremost. Whichever 
approach the photographer may aim to take, he or she cannot prevent the creation of a two- 
dimensional surface design and decisions must be made to accentuate, use or diminish the 
print's aesthetic qualities. Like composition in music, there are certain principles that 
characterise an artistic tradition but to compose by pre-established formulae invariably 
produces a dull and lifeless work. And innovative work often depends upon deviating from, 
rather than adhering to, the rules (or fixed patterns) to extend the boundaries of photographic 
practice. 



Framing 



FRAMING is the process of 'lining-up' the camera with the subject at the time of taking 
the photograph. Adjusting the camera angle and its distance from the subject enables the 
image to be composed through the viewfinder. Essentially it involves adopting the 
appropriate camera angle and viewpoint to fit into the picture all the information that the 
photographer considers to be significant. It can aim to give a clear, contained, accurate picture 
of the subject, or it can aim to hint at the subject and/or tantalise the viewer by cropping the 
subject with the edge(s) of the photograph. From a formalist point of view, it can mean positioning 
the camera to allow the projection of the required elements onto the surface of the film. This 
might aim at composing a pleasing or emphatic arrangement of shapes and/or patterns that will 
appear in the final print. 

While it may seem an obvious statement, at the moment before pressing the shutter all that 
is seen through the viewfinder is in its natural context. The photographer' s normal perception is 
operating on the whole environment both before and after taking the photograph. At the moment 
of pressing the shutter everything in the line of sight in the selected piece of the environment 
collapses onto the two-dimensional picture plane and is cut from its original context. The image 
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Figure 20 An example of false attachment, 1982 



Photograph by Terence Wright 



will subsequently appear in an entirely new context. 8 Here it may depend upon (or even play 
upon) the viewer's speculations or imaginings with regard to what took place before, after or 
outside the photograph. In this way context, as much as content, determines the photograph's 
meaning. 

If, as Susan Sontag (1977:14) suggests, the camera is like a gun, it is like a shotgun 
in that it is fairly indiscriminate. Everything within the broad range of the camera's 
format, from foreground to far distance, as long as it is in the camera's line of sight, 
will appear in the photograph. As the photographer changes position the alignment 
between close, near and distant objects changes, creating different pictorial effects in 
the images. This can result in the classic photographic illusion of 'false attachment' 
through the photographic compression of space. Objects in the distance are compressed 
in the camera's projection onto the picture plane and appear attached to objects in the 
foreground (see Figure 20). 

As an example of how minute changes in camera position can result in dramatic 
consequences in composition, one can adopt the artist's technique of holding out your 
arm in front of you. Keeping your head in the same position, close one eye, view the 
scene, then view with the other eye. In terms of the picture, your hand will appear to 
have moved significantly in relation to the background, despite the small distance 
involved in looking first through one eye and then the other. 

Because of the relatively small negative size of the 35mm camera system it becomes 
important to make optimum use of the negative area. This means that while the 
photographer can afford to waste little of the picture format, he or she can afford to 
experiment with a wide range of framings and take many more photographs to achieve 
the desired effect than would be feasible for the photographer with a larger format 
camera. In the case of medium or large format cameras, there is a little more flexibility 
in pictorial composition. Framing is established at the time of shooting, but can be 




Figure 21 'Vue en haute, Paris', 1988 



Photograph by Terence Wright 
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subsequently modified when printing the image without losing too much image quality. 
With 35mm, aim for greater economy, as if one wants to obtain the best possible image 
quality one cannot afford to lose much of the picture area through cropping. However, 
the most minute changes in camera position can result in the most dramatic changes in 
the photograph's appearance. 

The frame itself acts as the primary boundary of the image, forming a physical and 
conceptual barrier between the illusory world of the picture and the world of reality. It 
can be used to contain information or to suggest the existence of objects (or of formal 
elements) beyond the confines of the picture. The idea of cutting off the subject with 
the edge of the frame is a particularly photographic compositional phenomenon. After 
the invention of photography it influenced such artists as Caillebotte and, as a 
compositional device, appears in his paintings (see Scharf, 1968:176). Photography not 
only introduced new styles of framing but also gave rise to a special interest in the view 
from above (see Figure 21). 

Size and type of frame can act as signifiers as to how the image is to be regarded 
and the relationship the viewer has to the photograph. The width of the frame can act as 
more or less of a barrier setting the image apart from the spectator's space, or an ornate 
frame can suggest that the image is to be considered a special (or art) object. One 
might contrast this approach to early cave paintings where the boundary of the image is 
determined by the natural shape and form of the surface (see pp. 1 and 18 of this 
volume). The photographed scene or object sets up a dynamic relationship within the 
frame of the image. It can act as a stabilising factor, can set up tensions inside or imply 
an extension of these factors outside its boundary. It will be affected by the chosen 
format of the camera — for example either: 



Or 



Rudolf Arnheim (1956) has shown how the dynamics of composition depend upon 
the relationship of the depicted forms to the frame. For photographs this is partly true 
but Arnheim' s scheme, if applied to photography, begins to reveal the inadequacy of 
basing photographic composition on abstract principles. Photographic composition is 
more to do with vistas and lines of sight than with the physical arrangement of 
elements within the picture. There is no recipe or formula for producing a successful 
photograph; rather, the photographer must take into consideration a set of variables. 
Rather than providing a set of finite principles of composition, it is safer to assume that 
the motivating force behind any photograph is the photographer's ability to fit the 
subject into the frame with the greatest efficiency. So the compositional variables will 
be governed by the subject and its context, the message to be conveyed by the 
photographer, as well as the final context of the print. 
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Camera angle 



One must take several different photographs of an object, from different places 
and positions as though looking it over. 

(Alexander Rodchenko in Lavrentiev, 1979:31) 

RODCHENKO's active exploratory use of the camera not only amounts to wise 
practical advice for the photographer, it also had political motivation. He 
believed that his unusual views could present a new reality. In line with the 
political thinking of the new Soviet state, it was considered that a new social order 
should demand a new mode of representation. 

We must seek and find, and (rest assured) we shall find, a new aesthetic, together 
with the enthusiasm and pathos necessary to express our new reality, the Soviet 
reality, through the medium of photography... It is our duty to experiment. 

(Rodchenko in Shudakov, 1983:18) 

The type of exploratory approach advocated by Rodchenko can create dramatic changes 
in the way the image appears. In contrast, many photographers display the unfortunate 
tendency of taking all their photographs at eye-height. This in itself restricts the many 
possibilities of points of view which they could adopt. So out of all the possible 
positions for the camera, most photographs are taken from within the height range of 4' 
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Figure 22 'Wooton, Oxfordshire', 1997, taken with a long lens 

Photograph by Terence Wright 
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Figure 23 'Wooton, Oxfordshire', 1997, taken with a wide lens 

Photograph by Terence Wright 



9" to 5' 9". All too often this results in a dull or ordinary photograph. However, in 
adopting Rodchenko's recommendation and taking up a variety of viewpoints, the 
photographer is enabled to express a variety of meanings and can suggest his or her 
personal point of view or interpretation of the subject. For example, while a ground- 
level viewpoint or an elevated position can add impact or drama to the image, it 
sometimes requires only the slightest change in camera position for all the dynamics of 
the photograph to alter. It can be demonstrated that all the spatial relationships within 
the image change. 

A different lens can not only magnify the field of vision, but can also alter the spatial 
relationships and relative size within the picture (see Figures 22 and 23). The change of 
lens and camera viewpoint alters the relationship between the constituent parts of the 
image. The longer lens projection compresses the space with the effect of enlarging the 
trailer, while in both images the size of the tree remains relatively unchanged. 

To help ensure accurate exposure or to acquire the desired effect with regard to 
colour saturation etc., in some situations it may be desirable to 'bracket' the exposures. 
This technique aims to make sure that at least one exposure of several will be correct or 
to achieve a range of variations. The intention is to reduce all variables within the 
image (except for the exposure), so that the images will be identical in composition but 
not in tonality. Usually it is achieved by taking a photograph at what is estimated to be 
the correct exposure reading then following this shot with two more shots, one below 
and one above the first reading. While this can be accomplished by changing either the 
aperture or the shutter speed, it should be noted that if the aperture is used the 
photographer may experience slight variations in the depth of field in the image. Of 
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course, this should not be taken to suggest that this recommendation in any way lessens 
the need for correct light metering in the first instance. Rather, it offers an additional 
safety measure in situations of rapidly changing or unpredictable lighting. 



The camera 



WE are beginning to see that the medium of photography depends upon a 
series of selections. The photographer not only makes the choice of camera 
format and film-stock but also of the camera angle, viewpoint, shutter-speed 
and aperture, then chooses the appropriate development and selects images from the 
contact sheets and the final prints with the necessary cropping, captions, etc. As there 
is a wide range of camera types and formats available for the photographer to choose, 
the selection of the right appliance for the job is not necessarily straightforward. Each 
will offer and determine different approaches which the photographer will make 
towards the subject. Primarily, they will differ in their manoeuvrability and image 
quality as well as dictating the ratio of the frame which will influence the overall 
composition of the image. It should be remembered that though there is greater 
flexibility afforded to the photographer using a 35mm camera in terms of images to 
choose from, manoeuvrability, ease of shooting, etc., these gains may be at the cost of 
relative image quality. Different camera systems also alter the way the photographer 
views the subject: some have separate viewfinders, or they (SLRs) offer virtually the 
same scene (give or take a fraction of a second) as will be recorded on film, others 
employ a coupled rangefinder system that approximates to the 'scene' yet is very quick 
to use. Yet again, a camera with a waist-level viewfinder 'automatically' presents a 
different camera-angle and offers the photographer a mirror-image view of the scene 
which can facilitate pre-visualisation. On balance, the auto-focus single lens reflex 
camera is most likely to be used in photo-journalism, given its ease of use and the 
image quality now available from modern emulsions coupled with the image quality of 
most publications. The choice of camera format and film-stock determines the selection 
priorities and the shooting style of the photographer. In general, this relationship can 
be summed up in the following diagram: 
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Whichever type of camera is chosen, it is important that the photographer learns to 
use it well so that taking photographs becomes second nature. Total familiarity with 
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one's photographic equipment is essential. For example, on a portrait shoot the 
photographer has to do at least three things at once: to be able to engage in 
conversation with a subject who may feel uneasy about having his or her photograph 
taken (see quote by Roland Barthes, p. 1 15 of this volume), to be keeping in mind how 
the photograph will appear as an image, and at the same time coping with the technical 
aspects of the shoot. The photographer should be able to perform automatically such 
operations as taking light readings, changing the film and adjusting the levels of 
artificial light sources. It should be noted that from a psychological point of view a 
photographer who appears to know what he or she is doing instils confidence in the 
sitter and helps the subject to feel at ease and more comfortable with the shoot. 



Some un-photographic practicalities 

Before setting out, research is essential. The photographer needs to know as much as 
possible about the shoot. It is most important to know who, or what, you are 
photographing and why. Although with press or current affairs photography it is not 
always possible to research an item thoroughly beforehand, it is still vital to maintain a 
knowledge of current news items as well as to possess a good general awareness of 
social and cultural issues. Without this background information, at worst the 
photograph can be uninspired and uninformative, at best it can lead to the 
photographer's embarrassment. For example, if at short notice you are sent on an 
assignment, say, to photograph Teresa Gorman, it is not in the photographer's best 
interests to reply 'Who's she?'. 




Figure 24 'President Reagan and Prime Minister Thatcher', 1984 

Photograph by Terence Wright 
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So while an assignment may involve the photographer in such practicalities as 
booking hotel rooms, buying maps, etc., there is also the need to have a good 
understanding about the subject in order to produce images that are relevant to the 
context and contain the appropriate information. If possible, it can be very worthwhile 
checking out, prior to the shoot, the location and positions that will provide the best 
viewpoint. This has the advantage of perhaps predicting the shots before the event and 
having the appropriate cameras and lenses ready to be prepared to respond quickly to 
the event. For example, the black-coloured door of 10 Downing Street is notorious 
among press photographers for giving misleading light readings and it is desirable to 
take a hand-held light reading before the event takes place. Also, it is useful to know 
that if the Prime Minister is receiving a head of state, he or she will be greeted by the 
Prime Minister outside the door (see Figure 24), whereas lowlier dignitaries will be 
greeted inside in the lobby. So if a 'two-shot' is required the photographer can make 
arrangements to be in the appropriate location. 

So aside from concerns that are essentially photographic ones there are some 
unphotographic practicalities, which will have an important, albeit indirect, influence 
on the success of the photographic assignment. These can include: 

• Being in communication It is not only essential to be able to be contacted in order to 
be commissioned for an assignment, but the use of pagers, bleepers, mobile phones, 
answerphones, faxes and e-mail enable you to report back or receive important up- 
dates on events while away from your base. Much time can be wasted looking for a 
functioning phone box. 

• Being informed It is essential to read the morning's papers, watch breakfast 
television and/or listen to Radio 4's Today programme to keep abreast of current 
affairs. (This programme has an uncanny ability to set the agenda for the day's news 
stories.) So when the telephone rings you should be aware of the broader political 
and social context of any assignment that awaits. 

• Getting there (and back) It is essential to have an efficient transport set-up: a car 
ance for equipment, maps, money for parking meters and an ability to estimate can 
be spent travelling and parking: for example, 1 hour to get there, Vz hour to (or in the 
case of one Central London photographer — a bicycle), appropriate insurrealistic 
journey times and a map-reading ability. Disproportionate amounts of time park, V4 
hour photography is not uncommon. An account with a reliable courier service may 
also be important. Some photographers ride their own motorbikes which can avoid 
traffic congestion, yet they are limited in the amount of photographic equipment 
they can carry and encumbered by the amount of motorcycle gear they need to stow 
somewhere on arrival. 

• Documentation One always needs a pen and paper to jot down the names of those in 
the photograph, travel directions, labels and envelopes (sometimes pre-printed) for 
dispatching the film and so on. 

• Weather forecasts Knowing the forecast will enable you to be prepared not only for 
the day's lighting conditions and film-stock, but also with appropriate clothing. A 
dripping photographer at a photo-call does not operate at his or her most efficient. 
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• Appropriate dress This should be flexible, adaptable, appropriate — at the same time 
of a style that reflects confidence. Sometimes it will need to be acceptable to both 
sides of the industrial divide of management/shop floor. You may be asked to climb 
a church steeple in the morning, then photograph a formal lunch, then find yourself 
photographing a tree in a muddy field in the afternoon. It may be important to dress 
in a manner that is appropriate for the client, for example working for a fashion 
magazine or for a business journal implies different styles of dress. 

• Understanding jargon Different organisations develop their own unique codes of 
communication which can appear confusing to an outsider: 'The DG is going to be 
at BH at 4. We need some TJs so use RDP but, if you can, also take a roll of C41 for 
the files. The DR will get there at 4.30 to get the film back to the Centre for the 4.45 
E6 to make the 6.' This piece of BBC speak can be translated as 'The Director 
General [of the BBC] is going to be at Broadcasting House [in Portland Square, 
London] at four o'clock. We need colour slides to broadcast, but some colour prints 
would also be useful for publicity purposes. A dispatch rider will meet you there at 
half-past four to take the film back to Television Centre [in White City] for the 4.45 
p.m. colour-slide process, so that the photographs will be processed ready to appear 
on the 'Six O'Clock News'.' 

• Co-operation with other photographers. Photography is a competitive business but, 
in the press pack, although tempers can become frayed there is normally an 
atmosphere of camaraderie and co-operation while waiting for the photo- 
opportunity, buying tea, keeping your place and so on. But when it comes to getting 
the actual shot, photographers are most likely to display their characteristic 
independence. 

• Press Cards and Passes The NUJ may or may not be recognised; a Scotland Yard 
Press Card or a Royal Rota pass are not necessarily passports to access. 

• Use of darkroom (or studio?) This may be a requirement depending on the 
photographer's area of practice and the clientele. Some photographers may have a 
small darkroom in their home (for use in emergency), while the majority of the 
processing and printing may be sent to a commercial photo-lab. While some are 
content to hire a studio, if/when necessary, you can find groups of three or four 
photographers who share a permanent rent on a studio. This may also depend upon 
whether the photographer is more or less of a specialist or a general practitioner. 

The freelance photographer may have to consider other more general business matters. 
These might include 

• printing headed stationery and business cards; 

• finding an accountant for dealing with Income Tax and advice on VAT registration. 
Arranging a business account and/or use of credit cards. Setting up accounts with 
suppliers, labs etc.; 

• equipment purchase/hire, car, computer and printer and digital manipulation 
programme as well as the associated up-keep, repairs, etc.; 

• office space, communications (mentioned above), filing facilities for accounts, 
correspondence and photographs. 



Pre-production 65 



A standard photographic kit 

Each photographer will have different preferences but the following equipment will 
enable the photographer to cope with most situations. 

35mm camera body with TTL light meter 

24mm lens 

35mm lens 

50mm lens 

85mm lens 

flash gun 

tripod or monopod. 

This said, much can be achieved with just a camera body and a standard lens. Instead of 
loading up with equipment it might be advisable to spend a month or two using this simple 
set-up. Once the scope and limitations of the single standard lens are understood the 
photographer will have a greater understanding of the characteristics of other lenses and 
which will be only used when necessary. One also needs to have a good stock of film, to cover 
most eventualities. There are few tasks more miserable than trying to find a chemist that may, 
if you are lucky, have one roll of out-of-date amateur film-stock. At the photographer' s base, 
a refrigerator may be necessary for storing film (and paper) at the correct temperature. And, 
finally, a small light aluminium ladder with a padlock and chain. This has the dual function of 
providing height to see over crowds and it can be chained to a security barrier to stake one's 
claim on a particular vantage point during a tea-break or rainstorm. 

Whose opportunity? Organised or un-organised types of shoot 

Organisations often arrange photo-calls, which are intended to present the press with 
an organised opportunity to photograph an event. For example, the Foreign Office may 
set up a photo-call in order that news organisations can obtain stock-shots of a new 
ambassador due to be sent to Mozambique. Similarly, football clubs arrange for all 
their footballers to be photographed (usually positioned sitting as if on a production 
line). On other occasions (such as the Royal family on holiday) a photo-call is arranged 
in the hope that, having obtained some photographs in a controlled situation, the press 
will be satisfied. The disadvantage of this arrangement is that the photo-call can aim to 
control the event — and the photographic images that result from it — more than 
providing the photographer with an 'opportunity'. It may leave the photographer 
wondering 'Whose opportunity is it?'. The stage management of the photo-opportunity 
displays an increasing tendency for a public relations control of photo-calls (see Carol 
Squiers, 1990: 'Picturing Scandal'). Not only are they preplanned but they can limit the 
scope for the attendant photographers, so that the control of determining the outcome 
of the photographs is balanced in favour of the organisers. 

Pictures are one of the most important ways of communicating and are the basis 
on which a number of people form their opinions of the President. So we're 
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naturally concerned about and interested in generating the most favorable and 
policy-goal consistent pictures we can. They don't always read the story, but they 
always see the pictures. 

(Mark Weinberg, assistant press secretary to Ronald Reagan, quoted in 

Squiers, 1990:124) 

At its worst, the photo-op can amount to presenting to the press a tableau vivant which 
those invited to the shoot are then obliged to photograph. Nonetheless, photo-calls do 
go wrong and photographers can take the opportunity to seek out the cracks in the 
facade and exploit them. One famous example is when during the BSE scare John 
Selwyn Gummer attempted to use the photo-call to demonstrate that eating beef was 
safe. He offered his daughter a hamburger to show that he would even feed beef to his 
own child. In front of the assembled press she refused to eat. 

One alternative strategy for the photographer is to go 'door-stepping'. This, as the name 
implies, can involve literally waiting on the doorstep to snatch a shot of the subject when they 
return home or attempt to leave for work. Door-stepping has the implications at one extreme 
of investigative journalism and, at the other, harassment. For example, it may involve waiting 
outside the Old Bailey to take photographs of defendants or key witnesses in a case. It usually 
implies some aspect of invasion of privacy in which, ideally, the photographer should satisfy 
him or herself that they are taking on a course of action that is fully justified. This is not 
always easy to do. Sometimes it involves placing one's faith in the integrity of the journalist 
or the news organisation, which is possible if they happen to be a working partner or a regular 
client. However, door-stepping can be subject to false information, boredom and, on rare 
occasions, violence. 

An extreme and notorious example of 'doorstepping' preceded the death of the 
Princess of Wales. The candid photographs taken of her in the gym drew wide attention 
to the issue of whether press photographers have the right to invade the privacy of 
public figures. While a democratic society depends on having an informed electorate 
and public figures have some degree of public accountability, we have to be clear about 
the distinction between informing the public and voyeurism. Harassment of the subject 
can rarely be described as 'observational' recording. 



When It all goes wrong 

Given the nature of the photographic medium and the unpredictable nature of the 
subject, in photo-journalism there is always a high probability (if not inevitability) that 
sooner or later something will go disastrously wrong. This may be due to technical 
failure: an equipment fault, a processing error or an oversight on the part of the 
photographer. Almost every professional photographer has made the classic 
fundamental mistake of forgetting to put a film in the camera. Nevertheless, this 
mistake is usually only ever made once! 

When a major disaster has occurred there is very often little that can be done about 
it. At best the photographer should try to be aware of the most common mistakes. In 
many cases, these are most likely to happen when the photographer is distracted, or the 
unexpected occurs or anything happens that disrupts the methodical necessities of the 
photographic process. Whereas a writer can return to the keyboard and produce a 
revised version, the photographic moment is usually lost and gone forever. Some of the 
most common disasters include: 
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• equipment failure: when this happens, often you do not find out until the film is 
processed; 

• forgetting to check: light-reading, which film is in the camera, if there is a film in 
the camera, the film-speed setting, the shot list, equipment, batteries, or even the 
time of day or the date of the assignment; 

• missing the shot, through traffic congestion, for example; 

• unexpected access problems: crowds or security restrictions; 

• losing the film — through one's own lapse of competence, lab disasters, in transit. 

When (or if) any of these situations arise, it is advisable to be straightforward with the 
client, owning up to any idiocy on the part of the photographer and negotiating 
(without confrontation) a solution that does not jeopardise the likelihood of getting 
further work. Most experienced picture editors will be sympathetic and understand how 
such problems can arise, though obviously it is not good for the photographer to gain a 
reputation as a disaster area. It is advisable to remain reasonable and remember that if 
the film has been lost by the courier or ruined by the processing, it is still the 
photographer's overall responsibility. However, it is a responsibility that may have to 
be taken up by the picture editor who may be required to justify, to the journalist and/ 
or the editor, commissioning such an incompetent photographer in the first place. 
However, assuming all goes to plan, the event is attended, the shutter is pressed and the 
photographs are taken. And the photographic image is imprinted on the film in the 
camera. 



3 



The photographic 
image 



Technically photography is at the intersection of two distinct procedures; one of 
a chemical order: the action of light on certain substances; the other of a physical 
order: the formation of the image through an optical device. 

(Barthes, 1982:10) 

the painter's camera obscura is only one of the causes of Photography; the 
essential one, perhaps, was the chemical discovery. 

(ibid: 31) 

THE photographic image itself relies upon two essential ingredients: the 
camera's projection of an image and the subsequent chemical development 
of the image. In this context it would be wise to heed the words of the 
Gestalt psychologists and remember that the whole is more than the sum 
of the parts, for the medium of photography amounts to much more than 
the chemical development of a camera image. And this would seem to account for many 
of the conceptual limitations of the early theorists of photography who had proposed 
that photography was a form of automated drawing. 1 

This chapter aims to establish the central characteristics of photography. It aims to 
answer the following questions: 

• What is a photograph? 

• Does it tell the truth? 

• What information does it transmit? 

The instant the shutter of the camera is released, an image is recorded on the light- 
sensitive surface at the back of the camera. It should be remembered that in normal 
conditions light is falling onto all objects in the environment, the light is reflected from 
the surfaces of these objects and bounces around the environment in all directions at an 
incredibly high speed (186,000 miles per second). It can be described as a complex 
web of visual information. The camera 'samples' an extremely small segment of the 
light reflected from the environment and by the objects in it, while the camera's shutter 
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is open with the lens directing and focusing (or projecting) the light onto the back of 
the camera. As we saw in earlier chapters, the optical principles of the camera have 
been cited as similar to those of the eye — but that is only as far as it goes. 

It is important now to note that this is where the paths diverge between analog and 
digital cameras. Up to this point, the technical principles of both lens-based systems 
are essentially the same. The main difference from this point on is in the imprinting, 
recording, storage and transmission of the image. The analog photograph records the 
information by means of chemical change on the surface of the film. The pattern of 
light falling on the film instigates different responses from the silver halides. This 
initial process is the same with the digital camera as far as the lens projection is 
concerned. However, in the digital camera a Charged Coupled Device (CCD) 
'translates' the light's pattern into a series of digital codes — made up of Os and Is. (See 
Chapter 7 on digital photography.) 

Returning to analog (or chemical) photography, the action of the light hitting the 
surface of the film in the back of the camera creates invisible chemical changes to the 
film's emulsion. Across the surface of the film the degree of change created is relative 
to the intensity of the light: thus the light reflected through the lens forms a chemical 
pattern which is determined by the pattern of light sampled from the environment. This 
process is referred to as the formation of the latent photographic image. If it doesn't 
sound like a contradiction in terms, it is an invisible image but one that can be revealed 
by development (see Sowerby, 1951:377). Any correctly exposed but undeveloped film 
or print bears a latent image. The processing or developing of the film reveals and 
makes permanent this image, usually in the form of a negative. 2 

The photographic image begins with the transfer of a three-dimensional scene onto 
a two-dimensional light-sensitive surface by means of a lens and camera. After the 
processing of the negative and subsequent transfer of the pattern of light onto the print, 
via the enlarger, the photographic print can re-present to the viewer a similar pattern of 
light to that initially recorded by the camera at the time of the exposure. It is these 
processes of transfer of the pattern of light that have been used to stress the indexical 
nature of the photograph. The photograph is a 'trace' of the scene recorded. As such, it 
has been considered similar to fingerprints or footprints whereby the camera acts as the 
agent that enables the (distant) subject or scene to become imprinted on the film 
surface. In principle, the photographer should be advised to strive for the optimum 
recording and processing of the information recorded by the film as this image can be 
considered the fundamental building block of the entire photographic process. This 
should not necessarily be seen to preclude the accidental or experimental in 
photography, but if the best possible image is obtained it offers the widest range of 
printing and post-production possibilities for the photographer. 

So, in summary, the camera provides the viewer with a flat visual pattern which is 
perceived as an image. However, a closer look at the photograph reveals that the image 
provides not just a simple record of what once appeared before the lens but it can also 
be regarded and evaluated as an industrial product situated in a broader historical and 
cultural context. The viewer's understanding and familiarity with this context can be as 
important (if not more so) as making sense of the image. In some instances we may 
think of the photograph as a visual catalyst that provokes a sequence of thoughts in the 
viewer's mind. But, however speculative that might be, we can certainly introduce the 
influential notion of 'photographic encoding', which points to a position from which 
photography can be considered as a representational system. In doing so, we shall 
propose a theory of natural correspondences between the photograph and the perceived 
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environment; this retains something of Bazin's realist basis for the photographic image. 
However, I suggest that these correspondences operate only as approximations to that 
which we see. They achieve their communicative function in collaboration with 
pictorial conventions — some of which emanate from the medium itself and others 
which are determined by the culture in which we live. These are in part indebted to our 
inherited tradition of the visual arts as well as to the broader array of images that we 
encounter every day from popular culture. Indeed, Sprague (1978) in his study of 
Yoruba studio portraits from West Africa has shown how photographic style has 
become entwined with specific traditions of cultural presentation and Gutman (1982) 
found that Indian photographers produce photographs that are in keeping with the 
principles of Indian painting (these are referred to later in this chapter, p. 73). The 
point has been succinctly expressed by Rudolf Arnheim that 'in order to make sense of 
photographs, one must look at them as encounters between physical reality and the 
creative mind of man' (Arnheim, 1986:112). This sentiment sets the agenda for this 
chapter which examines the photograph's ability to transmit information: in its ability 
to operate as a medium of communication, photography is examined in terms of its 
social and cognitive functions, as a site of social interaction and a source of knowledge 
about the world and the human condition. 



C.S.Peirce's scheme 



THE North American philosopher, C.S.Peirce (1839-1914) introduced a branch 
of study which he termed semiotics. In the 1970s, semiotics theory was adopted 
as a central critical strategy in a number of academic disciplines and, mainly 
due to the writings on photography of Roland Barthes, became particularly influential 
in providing a theoretical framework for photography. Whether it is useful as a 
functional tool of photographic criticism is questionable. Semiotics, claiming to be a 
science of signs, has aimed to examine the constituent elements of any sign system (of 
which photography can be included as one such system). According to Peirce, any sign 
can be summarised as an icon, index or symbol (or indeed it may embody a 
combination of these elements). An iconic sign is one which in some way looks like its 
referent (or the subject). With the index, we should expect some type of causal 
connection with the referent. In the case of the symbol, it achieves its communicative 
function through convention or agreement between the sender and receiver of the 
message. The scheme, as summarised by literary critic Terry Eagleton, is as follows: 

the 'iconic', where the sign somehow resembled what it stood for (a photograph 
of a person, for example); the 'indexical', in which the sign is somehow 
associated with what it is a sign of (smoke with fire, spots with measles), and the 
'symbolic '...only arbitrarily or conventionally linked with its referent. 

(Eagleton, 1983:101) 

In this last instance, we might consider how the crown has come to symbolise the 
power and authority of the British monarch (or the eagle to stand for the United States 
of America). 
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The Iconic 



Nothing could be more natural than... a man pulling a snapshot from his wallet 
and saying, 'This is my dog.' 

(Alan Sekula, 1982:86) 

This is a variation of the realist view that proposes that the photograph basically looks 
like its referent — a theory of representation based upon the resemblance or perceived 
similarity between the photograph and the photographed. In common parlance, people 
tend to refer to a photograph as being 'a good likeness', thus evaluating the photograph 
in terms of its iconic relationship to the subject. 



The Indexical 



it is a direct physical imprint, like a fingerprint left at the scene of a crime or 
lipstick traces on your collar. 

(William Mitchell, 1992:24) 

Based on the causal connection between the photograph and the subject, the light 
reflected from the subject imprints itself on the surface of the film. This is perhaps 
most noticeable when a photograph is taken with a slow shutter speed and the trace of 
a passing car or moving figure is marked across the surface of the negative. As in the 
case of puzzle pictures, it may not be that it possesses an immediately recognisable 
likeness (as does an icon) to the subject yet, perhaps because of an unfamiliar angle of 
view, the subject has left a trace and our recognition may depend more on our powers 
of deduction than on immediate perception. 

The Symbolic 

yet photography, despite its apparent simplicity, constitutes a rich and variegated 
language, capable like other languages of subtlety, ambiguity, revelation and 
distortion. 

(Ritchen, 1990:1) 

This we encountered earlier: the view that our understanding of a photograph depends 
on our interpreting the image, and our ability to interpret the photographic message has 
to be learned. 

Throughout its history photography has been subjected to two opposing polarised 
theories of representation: those of realism and convention (Wright, 1992a). While 
some theorists, subscribing to the realist view, have regarded the photograph as bearing 
a close correspondence to its referent, others, the conventionalists, have considered its 
representational powers to be arbitrary. Either the photograph looks realistic because it 
is directly transcribed from nature, or the photograph looks realistic because we have 
been taught to see it that way. In holding the extreme conventionalist position, the 
value of the photograph as a form of documentation at all would seem to be called into 
question. With regard to the issue of photography as language, we might question the 
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extent to which the linguistic model is appropriate to understanding photographic 
meaning. Attempts to apply such theories become over-semantic or too heavily 
burdened with theoretical standpoints that are unsuited to photographic practice 
(Burgin, 1975). The photographic image may not be simply reducible to cognitive or 
semantic explanations and the separation of linguistic and visual communication may 
owe more to the legacy of Cartesian dualism than it does to visual representation. 

Some theorists have provided simple definitions regarding the documentary nature of the 
photograph. For example, psychologist Rudolf Arnheim (1986: 109) has looked for authenticity, 
accuracy and truth in evaluating the documentary qualities of a photograph, though how the 
casual observer of a photograph can assess the presence of these qualities remains open to 
question. Meanwhile, the photographic historian Beaumont Newhall (1982:235) believes that 
'any photograph can be considered a document if it is found to contain useful information about 
the special subject under study'. 

On face value, this too appears to be a useful definition in that Newhall shifts the balance to 
the context of study: he does not aim to address the issue of truth, which is, at the best of times, 
a slippery term — let alone when applied to photography. Nonetheless, arguments regarding 
photographic truth are all-pervasive and have proved long-lasting. 

To what extent can a photograph tell the truth? Or, perhaps more important, what do 
we mean by 'truth' in the context of visual representation? 'In every photomontage was 
the implicit message that photography alone cannot "tell the truth"... the truth value of 
photography is often overrated or mislocated' (Rosier, 1991:59). 

It seems that even with a manipulated photograph there remain strong suggestions 
of veracity. For example, in the case of the composite photographs of Henry Peach 
Robinson in the nineteenth century, the images remained highly plausible: 'the very 
fact it was a photograph implied it was a truthful representation, and so the scene was 
viewed literally' (Newhall, 1964:61). Thus, it may be due to our very knowledge that 
our knowing an image to be a photograph in itself gives the picture special status with 
regard to its truth value. This faith in the image, based upon our cultural knowledge of 
the image's photographic derivation, has been the cause of numerous problems 
concerning people's innate (or otherwise) abilities to perceive the information in 
photographs (Wright, 1983). For example, writing in 1859, Francis Frith maintained 
that photography's popularity was due to its 'essential truthfulness' (Frith, 1859:71). 
Other, more recent, writers have assumed that if the photograph can be shown not to 
tell the truth on some occasions, we must regard all photographs as essentially suspect. 

the mythology that the 'camera never lies' is evidently being replaced by a sense 
that it often does... readers should be suspicious of photographs for a variety of 
reasons, not least of which is the fact that each image is an interpretation of a 
situation, not its objective representation. 

(Wombell, 1991:1) 

This proposition, reminiscent of the 'argument from illusion' in the psychology of perception 
(see pp. 25-5), has led some theorists to take a position which maintains 'the truly conventional 
nature of photographic representation' (Sekula, 1982:87). But this point aside, I would argue 
that the very issue of the truth of the photograph at best leads to questionable anecdotes concerning 
'primitive' people looking at photographs, and, at worst, leads to no conclusive view as to the 
nature of photography. In fact, we might consider if questions regarding the truth of photography 
have been wrongly phrased in the first place. So it is with regard to the 160-year-old debate 
concerning the familiar adage 'the camera never lies'. New questions should be asked as to 
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whether the photograph remains faithful to its referent. For example, the issue of truth or untruth 
is reminiscent of the philosopher J.L.Austin (1962:142) who aims to confront the statement 
'France is hexagonal' with the facts. Is it true or false that France has six sides? He concludes 'it 
is a rough description; it is not a true or false one'. Austin's is a problem which has much in 
common with the issues arising from visual representation. We could add that the photograph 
can be considered similarly to provide a rough description of the world by displaying a limited 
array of visual information sampled from the environment (Gibson, 1 979). Like any other rough 
description, or approximation, it will contain information that both corresponds and deviates 
from the original. Indeed, we need to enquire further to ascertain the specific photograph's 
scope and limitations. In drawing closer analogies with computer technology, the photograph 
considered as a provider of information rather than the locus of an image might offer a 
straightforward, common-sense approach to the perception of photographic images, and avoid 
many of the theoretical pitfalls associated with such terms as 'looking like' or the 'truth' of the 
image. It is interesting to note that (ex-)picture editor Harold Evans (1978:227) coyly mentions 
'infelicities' in referring to the deliberate post-production cropping of an image to remove 
information that does not suit the editor's standpoint. 

Furthermore, photography is not a static medium; as culture changes, the 
perspectives of the image alter. The process of representation can never be considered 
totally complete. This brings us back to the notion of photography as a system of 
representation — that the photograph offers a visual display of a particular set of 
information that has been chosen for historical and cultural reasons. We might consider 
that other systems, which may not rely upon perspective projection, can however 
display the same sorts of information but subject to different orders of organisational 
priority. Engineering or architectural drawings are less concerned with showing how an 
object looks, but are concerned with providing information in such a way that enables 
measurements to be taken from the drawing. 3 In this context it is worth noting that 
Peirce referred to two types of icon: the image and the diagram. This distinction is 
central to Gombrich's (1975) paper 'Mirror and Map', where he considers 
photographic systems which provide optical information: how the environment appears 
at a particular moment in time, in contrast to structural systems (maps and diagrams) 
which represent the more permanent features of the subject and environment. 
Gombrich expresses his observation rather poetically: 'there are no maps of Vienna in 
moonlight' (p. 127). He thus makes the point that, irrespective of changes in lighting 
that would radically alter the appearance of a photograph (a system which supplies 
only transitory information), the map provides us with visual information regarding the 
terrestrial layout that is not affected by the time of day. And looking to the 
representational traditions of other cultures, we find that it is rarely considered 
significant or necessary to show how something looked on one particular occasion and 
from the single viewpoint as shown by the photographic system. 

To summarise, we have developed a view whereby practitioners choose the best 
representational system for a particular task. However, there will be strong cultural 
factors that determine an aesthetic framework. For example, while Western 
photographers can be considered to have been extending the traditions of Western art in 
their photographic style, Indian photographers have followed another pictorial 
tradition, which has retained the organisational space of Indian painting (see Figure 
25). Indeed, they have 'compressed space, used unique patterns of composition and 
radically altered uses of light' (Gutman, 1982:15). 

And looking to another cultural tradition, the anthropologist Stephen Sprague in his 
study of commercial studio photography in West Africa noted that 'the Yoruba have 
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developed unstated but clearly discernible conventions regarding appropriate subject 
matter; those governing posing and presentation of subject matter have also developed' 
(Sprague 1978:52). 

In both cases, photographers have selected from the photographic medium those 
characteristics and visual qualities that enable them to conform to their own cultural 
traditions, rather than those imposed or demanded by the West. However, here we 
might distinguish between cultural change that has arisen to fulfil the demands of that 
culture, in contrast to cultural change that has been introduced (or imposed) from 
elsewhere, particularly those changes arising from the introduction of new 
technologies. Returning to Peirce, the question now posed is, what does the photograph 
give us in its information? In this context it seems that Peirce' s scheme, when applied 
to photography, rather than providing a simple answer does run us through a range of 
possibilities and suggestions that might account for the way the image is perceived. So 




Figure 25 An Indian studio photograph from the 'Sweet dreams' project 

Courtesy of Satish Sharma 
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it becomes apparent that the photograph considered as an icon which shares the 
appearance of the world as normally perceived needs further qualification. 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the evidence seems to suggest that the photograph does 
present enough information to look like its referent as if viewed under restricted 
conditions. We might consider that the light as structured by the subject is channelled 
through the camera to become imprinted on the emulsion of the film. Yet, at the same 
time, we do need to resort to a considerable amount of cultural knowledge to gain the 
wider and deeper understanding of the image. So although Peirce's scheme might be 
useful in helping us to consider how visual images gain their power to communicate, it 
becomes difficult to pigeonhole photography into his conceptual framework. For 
example, it might become apparent that indexical characteristics of the photograph can 
in fact generate some symbolic understanding. Using the simple example of the case of 
a blurred part of the image seen to be representing movement, we have already seen 
how this is created through a sort of remote smudging of the picture plane during a 
relatively long exposure. It does require knowledge of the conventions of the 
photographic system of representation to understand this effect, so some elements of 
symbolic representation come into play. So in order to understand the blur as 
representing movement we either have to be in possession of knowledge arising from 
the cause and effect of the photographic process, or we simply learn the rule that such 
a phenomenon as a blur, for example, symbolises movement. 



The nature of the photograph 



IN the popular imagination, the photograph may be considered less real than a video 
sequence which presents the continuity of events, has the added quality of 
movement and contains much more information. Nonetheless, there is a 
considerable psychological impact to be gained from the still, or arrested, image. 
Furthermore, capturing the isolated moment affords the viewer reflection and 
contemplation. Sontag places the still photograph in relation to movie film, offering the 
viewer the opportunity to 'linger over a single moment as long as one likes' (1977:81). 
This point is taken up by Annette Kuhn (1985:27) whereby: 'The spectator's look at a 
photograph is not limited in time, however: she or he may merely glance at the image, 
may study it at length, or come back to it again and again'. According to Kuhn, this 
sets photography aside from other forms of media such as film and television. She 
considers the still nature of the photographic image, in contrast to the movie, whereby 
the spectators can themselves determine the length of initial viewing time and that of 
any subsequent viewings they may wish to make. This affords the viewer the activities 
of contemplation or perhaps encourages voyeurism. (We refer to this issue on p. 66 of 
this volume.) 

In addition, the historical tradition of the tableau vivant in the theatre (where a 
scene or historical event would be represented by a group of performers frozen in 
position, silent and motionless) and the importance of the depicted 'moment' in 
narrative painting create the precedence for the image with this type of impact which, 
at the same time, has been chosen to represent the longer-term chronology of the event. 
For example, in Western religious painting, the moment when, during the last supper, 
Christ put his hand into the bowl at the same time as Judas Iscariot became the 
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significant moment for the representation of 'The Last Supper'. Yet, in Leonardo da 
Vinci's version, he shifts the emphasis to the moment when they are just about to put 
their hands in the bowl, which has the greater dramatic effect of stimulating the 
viewer's imagination as to what happens next. A similar device is used in the depiction 
of the hand of God in Michelangelo's creation of Adam. The fact that the hands do not 
quite touch increases the drama within the image. 

This is the rationale for the decisive moment in the Cartier-Bresson scheme of 
things, with the photographer selecting, as Eisenstadt put it, 'the story-telling moment' 
(Evans, 1978:20). The historical precedent of this in painting of the peripateia (or 
'pregnant moment') has been discussed at greater length by Burgin (1986a:99), who 
describes the phenomenon as 'an instant arrested within, abstracted from, a narrative 
flow'. Although there is little psychological research on the subject, empirical evidence 
suggests that despite the lack of relative technical advancements of film and television 
it is the still image that becomes the memorable image. The arrest of time, a temporal 
and spatial slice of the past, is frozen into a permanent state of presence. The camera 
has fixed the moment in the continuous present which enables the viewer, at his or her 
leisure, to take time to speculate on (or fantasise over) an event which could not be 
perceived in the same way in the normal course of events. Yet it can only give the 
briefest indication of the cause and effect of what we see. The captured moment which 
can never be repeated has been secured by the camera for reproduction and repeated 
viewing. The camera enables aspects of our perception to endure over time. It presents 




Figure 26 The Old School, 1904 and 1997': a digital photograph. Superimposed on the 
contemporary photograph are the 'ghost' images of children in the playground. The 
children have been placed in their original positions in the same field of view as in Percy 
Elford's 1904 photograph 

Photograph by Percy Elford, 1904 
Photograph by Terence Wright, 1997 
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the opportunity to the viewer which goes beyond the bounds of everyday perception, 
offering the time and space to imagine, examine or analyse in a way that would not 
normally be possible. This places the camera in the company of other scientific devices 
as telescopes, microscopes, etc. that have extended the range of human perception. 

As we have seen, the moment the shutter is pressed an optical projection is 
imprinted on the film. The information derived from the moment becomes dislocated 
from its context and fixed in time, enabling the viewer to scrutinise one aspect of the 
event which would not be feasible in the normal course of events. As Barthes (1977:44) 
has put it, the photograph has the ability to shift the 'there — then' to 'here — now'. 

This is part of the attraction of historical photographs. The image displays these 
once-living people and is preserved in its minute detail: a moment has been frozen and 
fixed and then the continuum of life progresses along the course of time (see Figure 
26). Until the 1860s, fast shutter speeds and film speeds were not available to capture 
the arrested moment. When they did arrive, the images they produced seemed to take 
Photo News (18 October 1861) by surprise: 'Here is a lad transfixed in the act of 
falling, flying forward, as something has tripped him up; he remains on the slide 
doomed neither to fall farther or rise again.' 

Barthes suggests that the photograph is always situated as 'historical', as 'arrested 
time'. As soon as the shutter is pressed, the image becomes dislocated from its 
temporal and spatial context. This constitutes the photographic paradox: that the image 
automatically belongs to the past, and continues to exist for us in the present. In 
common with the museum artefact, it preserves a fragment of the past and maintains a 
causal link with the event that instigated the image. In this context, it is tempting to 
propose an analogy between the photograph and the freeze-frame button on a video 
recorder which allows the viewer to arrest the normal continuum of events to make a 
detailed inspection of the image at their own leisure, as has been suggested by Sontag. 
However, as indicated in previous chapters, it would be a mistake to suggest that our 
perception of the world is more like looking at a video than it is to viewing a 
photograph — this point of view would simply amount to up-dating the eye-camera 
analogy. It becomes yet another attempt to straitjacket perceptual theory into a scheme 
derived from current technology and does not account for the active exploratory role of 
the perceiver. According to Roland Barthes (1977:44), it is immediacy and realism, 'an 
awareness of its having been there', that set photography apart from past media. In his 
opinion, this has resulted in a significant mental shift: 'The type of consciousness the 
photograph involves is indeed truly unprecedented' (ibid.). 

The isolated moment we have described enables reflection upon past events, as well 
as contemplation of both the detailed contents of the depiction and consideration of 
their broader significance. This places considerable responsibility on and demands the 
special skill of the photographer. Here it is the ability to select a particular moment, 
camera angle and composition that represents the longer-term course of events which is 
of prime importance. 

As we saw in earlier chapters, the consideration of the photograph as a document 
providing an objective record of events is only one approach to the medium. For the 
photograph does not supply evidence in a straightforward manner: it provides a lateral 
message signalling evidence of its own nature and making. For example, the moral 
opinions as to what can or should be photographed and the technical possibilities 
available to photographers have altered throughout the course of the medium's history. 
We not only find that the nature of the photograph is determined by its social and 
historical context, but it is also influenced by the personal vision and circumstances of 
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Figure 27 'Phan Thi Kim Phuc in napalm attack, Vietnam', 1972. Voted 'Picture of the 
Year, 1972' 

Photograph by Huynh Cong Ut or Nick Ut 
Courtesy of Associated Press 



the photographer. These determinants of the photographer's choice are crucial to the 
understanding and resulting communication of the image. The specific slice of time and 
space chosen by the photographer comes to stand for the general totality of the event 
recorded, perhaps becoming a symbol for it. The well-known photograph of the naked 
Vietnamese girl running away from a napalm attack became a symbol for the whole of 
the Vietnam War, even creating a widely accepted stereotype (see Figure 27). 

The emphasis is now shifting from the information within the photograph to the 
information without. Although the image recorded by the camera is fixed onto the 
paper, it will not significantly change as will the course of events and the interpretation 
of the image alter over time. From the photographer's point of view, he or she occupies 
a pivotal position between the real-life event and the photograph's future appearance as 
it might be seen by the viewer. We could expect that if the photographer is taking 
photographs with the possibility of these new contexts in mind, it may require a certain 
distancing from what is happening before the lens. Does the photographer aim to 
become the impartial observer, responding to and recording events, or does he or she 
reach the point where something has to be done to physically help the situation? We 
looked at such questions in Chapter 2, p. 54. As the anthropologist Malinowski 
(1922:21) noticed, it is impossible to be the observing photographer and a social 
participant at the same time. It is 'good for the Ethnographer sometimes to put aside 
camera, notebook and pencil, and join in himself in what is going on'. So the 
photograph itself can be seen as being in the position of a relatively static fulcrum 
between the happening of the event on the one side and its subsequent representation 
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on the other. The values and techniques of perception of the photographer and those of 
the viewer shift at either side of the image. This said, we would be mistaken if we were 
to consider the photograph as totally passive. The image should be viewed as being 
surrounded by and subject to a mass of information we already have about the world 
and about photography itself, and of the ways photography works and our knowledge 
of the uses that society makes of photographs. Photographs suggest meanings, partly in 
the ways they are structured themselves, and parts of the image can set in motion trains 
of thought which have as one of their objectives that of stimulating the viewer's 
imagination. 

We have already discussed the limitations of considering the photograph as a 
recording of 'physical reality', as a primary source of information. According to this 
approach, we might consider that meaning is subsequently assigned to the image as a 
secondary mode of perception: the viewer's interpretation. This two-stage approach 
creates perceptual problems, as Burgin (1986b:53) has pointed out in his paper 'Seeing 
Sense'. Although we can think of the signifier and signified as separate entities, when 
it comes to viewing a photograph there is a tendency for perception and interpretation 
to take place at the same time (though this should not restrict or rule out imaginings 
and reflections that may take place when the image is not present). As we have seen, 
we should not see the photograph as being associated with any physical reality: we 
might consider it as a record of visual experience (this is closer to Gibson's point of 
view). As society changes and history moves on, the relationship between the 
associations of different parts of the image shifts around. This is subject to our own 
anticipations and retrospections which we experience in our encounter with the image: 
expectations that may or may not be fulfilled and preconceptions that may be 
confirmed or denied. These perceptions run close to ideas of narrative discourse, 
though we should remember that the photograph does not release its information in the 
same linear fashion as does movie film or literature. Like a painting, its information is 
presented all at once. 

With a documentary photograph we are invited to make inferences and connections 
with regard to the subject-matter. The photographer might expect that the assumptions 
made by the viewer will, in a variety of ways, conform to the circumstances 
surrounding the moment of taking the photograph. In this context, we are able to 
surmise the course of events before the photograph was taken as well as imagine the 
probable outcomes or effects of events that led up to the photographic moment. As 
such, the photograph will have an implied history. This history is partly derived from 
the social context in which the image was made. As Tagg (1988:187) has pointed out: 
'The photographer turns his or her camera on a world of objects already constructed as 
a world of uses, values and meanings.' 

Nonetheless, this history can be manipulated: enhanced or distorted by the context 
and other information accompanying the photograph. It would be fair to say that good 
practice in photo-journalism consists of showing pictures in such a context that it 
enables the viewer to arrive at the correct assumptions as to the causes and effects of 
the actual circumstances that have generated the image. The photographer may have 
these worthy intentions in mind as exemplified by Cartier-Bresson's decisive moment, 
aiming to sum up in one photograph the essence of the event. 

From a more philosophical point of view, Warburton (1988:177) refers to the 
'implied narrative' of the photograph. Lartigue's photograph of his sister jumping 
down stairs implies that she has launched herself and, presumably will have landed, 
after the exposure was made (see Figure 28). 
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Figure 28 'Bichonnade in flight', c. 1904 

Photograph by J.H.Lartigue 
© Ministere de la Culture, France/Association des Amis de J.H.Lartigue 



This may seem a fairly basic and somewhat obvious point. Nevertheless, 
Warburton's description of the photograph of the Vietnamese girl in the napalm attack 
(cited by Sontag, 1977:18) gives a clear indication of how this implied narrative 
operates in the single image and is worthy of quoting at length: 



the expression on her face is unambiguous — it is terror. Something had obviously 
terrified her before the exposure was made. If we recognize the emotion as terror 
then we appreciate a fact about the girl's beliefs, since emotions have a certain 
cognitive element. The smoke behind her suggests an explosion of some sort. 
Something must have led to her running naked down a road, to her holding her 
injured arm so awkwardly: in the context in which it was presented, 
accompanying an article about the Vietnam war in the New York Times, many 
more specific inferences could be made. In whatever context it is presented, 
however, certain minimal inferences about the subject matter are possible. Once 
we appreciate that we are in the documentary mode, then we can be more certain 
about the connection between perceived resemblances to supposed subject matter 
and the causal history of production of the photograph. 

(Warburton 1988:177) 
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The photograph is able to give us information about the world, therefore we assume 
various details about the world purely through our encounter with photographic images 
and the ways that the camera defines the world. 

This reflects back to the early days of photography: the photograph considered as part of 
the visual tradition, a significant part and continuation of the trajectory of Western representation. 
However, photography went on to develop its own characteristics and attributes at the same 
time as sharing some of those with the former arts (painting or theatre, in the case of the 
tableau vivani). Again, these images cannot be seen as separate from the culture in which they 
were produced, nor from the cultural viewpoint with which we see them today and that from 
which future generations might perceive them. 

The static image is subject to different strategies of interpretation. As we have seen, 
it already operates within a visual tradition. It relates to Western notions of art: a 
particular way of transcribing the world and a particular mode of visual 
communication. It also relates to the world: the realist aspect of photography that we 
have already discussed whereby the image itself is derived from the optical array 
obtained from the light reflected from the objects that surround us (this provides the 
scientific rationale for understanding photography) — the positivist image. Not totally 
unrelated to this is the documentary aspect of photography. In this mode the image is 
used to make social and political comment about states of affairs in the world. The 
image is organised to have a particular impact or effect upon the viewer (or to 
encourage him or her to view an aspect of the world in concurrence with the 
photographer). We might further consider that photographs do not only imply their 
history, but they also become part of history itself. The definition of history supplied 
by the American historian Frederick Jackson Turner is particularly apt at this point if 
applied to the photograph: 'History is all the remains that have come down to us from 
the past, studied with all the critical and interpretative power that the present can bring 
to the past' (1891:201). 

While we can create frameworks of categories for critical analysis, when we come 
to deal with practical aspects of the medium it is far more difficult to separate these 
issues. This seems to comprise the essential problem of relating theory to practice: 
creating categories that enable reflection and contextualisation that do not rigidly bind 
the practical activity. Besides, it would be a mistake to think that one particular image 
is linked to one particular mode of interpretation — whatever the photographer may say 
is the intention. In this context, Edwards has pointed out that early ethnographers 
derived image styles from classical painting, even though they were intended to be used 
in scientific discourse. She illustrates this by referring to the style of 'The Three 
Graces' of Botticelli: this painting provided the model for representing three particular 
Aboriginal women from Australia. She includes this classical source of the image with 
'the extensive range of photographic images derived from the exotic conventions of 
orientalist painting and Western male erotic fantasy' (Edwards, 1992:9). 

Nonetheless, such observations do not undermine or invalidate the documentary 
nature of the image. We can look at an image as a limited record of what happened in 
one interpretative framework and in another as related to the traditions of Western art 
but neither should preclude the alternative interpretation. A photographer may decide to 
produce an image with a realist intention; that does not prevent the viewer deciding to 
look at it from the point of view of a formalist aesthetic. The photographer may be 
adopting an artistic approach unconsciously. Benjamin Stone, for example, may have 
had firm documentary intentions for the purpose of education (see Figure 29). Now we 
are more likely to see his images from a primarily nostalgic point of view, as symbols 
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Figure 29 The Horn Dance, Abbots Bromley', 1899 



Photograph, by Benjamin Stone 



of a particular view of the past, perhaps one that does not allow us to penetrate the 
surface but to view them as Romantic images which have been removed from their 
historical realities — this again depends on our previous knowledge and preconceptions. 
This is not limited to sepia-tinted, nineteenth-century photographs: images from the 
1960s or 1970s are viewed with ever-increasing nostalgia. However, the immediate 
context of the image can give rise to different interpretations. Although the information 
in the image does not change itself, it can be accentuated, contradicted or guided by the 
text accompanying the photograph. 

In his Pictures on a Page, Harold Evans (1978) outlines examples of 'the decisive 
moment', 'creative cropping' and 'words and pictures'. The latter two will be dealt 
with in greater detail in the next chapter on post-production issues. In traditional 
newspaper practice, these might refer respectively to the selection made by the 
photographer at the time of shooting, to the selection by the picture editor from the 
existing photograph(s), in addition to the editorial role of putting the journalist's words 
and the photographer's images together in the final copy. Each of these activities will 
serve to refine or to deviate from the implied narrative of the photograph. The artist 
lohn Hilliard's 'Cause of Death' provides a good example of this and is discussed in 
detail on p. 100. While Evans uses three criteria in deciding which photographs to 
print — animation, relevant context, and depth of meaning — his overall intention would 
seem to be that of realism. The journalistic photograph should aid the viewer's 
interpretation of what happened before the lens rather than hinder it — what 'really 
happened' as opposed to 'artistic interpretation' of events. As Warburton (1988:78) has 
put it: 'What Evans's criteria amount to are practical guidelines about how to 
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encourage an interpretation of a photograph which is consistent with what it is actually 
a photograph of. This almost always involves some sort of implied history.' 

By itself, the image has a variety of possible interpretations whereby different 
aspects of it will spark off particular trains of thought in the viewer. The ways that the 
viewer proceeds to construct the narrative are determined by the context in which the 
image appears. We might consider that we are already set up as to how to view the 
image: whether it appears on an advertisement hoarding, in a newspaper or family 
album we will have certain expectations of the image and will begin to employ a 
particular critical framework that will be appropriate to that context. The context will 
imply a certain range of possible interpretations and the text will aim to anchor the 
wide range of potential connotations that can be triggered by the photograph. In the art 
photograph, it may be the photographer's intention to let aspects of the image be 
ambiguous, leaving it open to a wider spectrum of imaginative possibilities on the part 
of the viewer. Here the skill and ability of the photographer in this context lie in 
creating images that evade direct meaning and provoke conflicting interpretations as 
well as stimulating subsequent controversy and debate. As an example the photograph 
which was awarded The Guardian Stop Press Award, 1995 was described by the judges 
as follows: 

Much of its power comes from its ambiguity, offering so many different ways 
one can decode it. A child of uncertain gender stares at the photographer with 
uncertain eyes. Is it a look of reproach? If so, is it directed at the photographer or 
at a world which has failed to stem his/her misery? Or is the child pleading for 
help, for food? Or is it, perhaps, a look of simple curiosity? The strength of the 
photograph is that it rewards sustained viewing: the collage of faces, expressions 
and eyes giving rise to innumerable meanings. 

(The Media Guide 1996:98) 

Another point of view is that the photographic image acts as a surrogate for the 
object(s) it represents. The example of Elizabeth Eastlake's implied photograph of a 
loved one 'on the cold brave breast on the battlefield' is used in place of the person 
who is absent. In this case, the photograph is considered to be a stand-in or an inferior 
replacement for a person, location or indeed Alan Sekula's dog (see p. 71). While this 
seems relatively straightforward, the ambiguity of the visual image has been noted by 
the philosopher Wittgenstein, who asks us to: 

Imagine a picture representing a boxer in a particular stance. Now, this picture 
can be used to tell someone how he should stand, should hold himself; or not 
how he should hold himself; or how a particular man did stand in such and such 
a place; and so on. 

(Wittgenstein, 1953: sec. 22) 

The photograph demands further detail or a more specific context to help us derive the 
full meaning of the image. 
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Case study: 

I.Russell Sorgi's photograph of a suicide 



The chance that every news photographer dreams of — to be in the right spot at 
the right time — fell right into my lap... 

UNDER the circumstances, this rather unfortunate choice of words was written 
in 1942 by Buffalo's Courier Express staff photographer I.Russell Sorgi (see 
Figure 30). On his return from a regular shoot, Sorgi by chance decided not to 
drive along his usual route back to the office. He noticed a speeding police car and 
decided to follow. The trail led to the Genesee Hotel where a woman was sitting on an 
eighth-storey ledge. 

I snatched my camera from the car and took two quick shots as she seemed to 
hesitate... As quickly as possible, I shoved the exposed film into the case and 
reached for a fresh holder. I no sooner had pulled the slide out and got set for 
another shot than she waved to the crowd below and pushed herself into space. 
Screams and shouts burst from the horrified onlookers as her body plummeted 




Figure 30 'Suicide, Buffalo', 1942 

Photograph by I.Russell Sorgi, Buffalo Courier Express, 8 May 1942 
Courtesy of E.H.Butler Library, Buffalo State College 



The photographic image 85 



toward the street. I took a firm grip on myself, waited until the woman passed the 
second or third story, and then shot. 

(Sorgi, 1942) 

Earlier that day Mary Miller, according to the following day's New York Times (8 May 1942), 
had checked in to the hotel registering as 'M.Miller, Chicago' . She 'entered a woman' s restroom, 
locked the door from the inside and crept out onto the ledge'. Two days after the suicide the 
police confirmed this identification. She had lived with her sister in Buffalo but had left saying 
that she was going to visit relatives in Indiana. Her sister could suggest no motive for the suicide 
(Courier Express, 8 May 1942). It was Sorgi' s photograph that made the front page of the 
Courier Express captioned 'Camera Catches Death Leap in Mid-air'. 

It is most probable that Sorgi was using a Graflex Speed Graphic camera which was 
in almost universal use in US news photography by the Second World War. They were 
of a single-lens reflex design with a fixed lens offering a relatively wide angle of view. 
It took 5x4 inch sheet film, which meant that despite the wide field of view the 
photographer could crop the photograph in the darkroom without significant loss of 
image quality. In contrast to the 35mm camera with 36 exposures, the Graflex user 
would have to remove the exposed slide and insert another before a second shot could 
be taken. This is apparent in Sorgi's account and adds further emphasis to his cool 
approach in waiting for the right moment — he would not have had another chance. This 
style of shooting can be compared to the present-day news photography as featured in 
The Guardian case study (see p. 123). 



A critical interpretation 

The story behind the photograph closely conforms to the movie stereotype of 
newspaper journalism, for example in the films The Naked City (1948) and Public Eye 
(1992); both had been inspired by the news photographer Arthur Fellig (or Weegee) 
who worked in New York in the 1930s and 1940s. At face value, Sorgi's photograph 
appears to be a classic press photograph. In this context the image is a good example of 
spot news, probably designed to appear only once — a sensational picture aimed at 
having immediate dramatic effect. This aim for an image with impact is close to the 
classical notion of the sublime: the sense of putting the viewer/listener in the picture 
(this is addressed in greater detail in the next chapter). With the photographer acting as 
eye-witness, a moment has been caught, due to his being on the spot at the right 
moment part by chance and part by opportunism: a 'scoop'. However, the photographer 
did display particular photographic skills. He took a couple of establishing shots (under 
the circumstances, taking a risk with a plate camera). When the woman jumped he did 
not shoot immediately, as might a less experienced photographer, but exercised his self- 
control in waiting for the falling woman to reach the most dramatic position. This sense 
of detachment poses some of the moral dilemmas we encountered earlier. Could Sorgi 
have done anything to prevent the tragedy? Or should we have expected him to 
continue to do his job and leave the woman's plight to the appropriate authorities? If 
we follow Arnheim's line of argument, the detached role of the photographer is 
considered to be a necessary precondition for the newspaper photographer: 'the news 
photographer... has no substitute for going to the place that will give shape to his 
dream. But precisely this intimate involvement with the subject-matter necessitates... 
detachment' (Arnheim, 1986:103). 
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Although, from today's viewpoint, the passage of time has increased the detachment 
of the viewer of the photograph, we might question whether Sorgi's photograph 
amounts to an unnecessary intrusion into personal suffering. However, there almost 
seems to be an inverse relation between the story's sensationalism and its subsequent 
depreciation in news value. Following the immediate aftermath of the event, the image 
may accumulate a different set of values arising from its new historical or social 
context. It is in these contexts that the photograph begins to pose more questions about 
its own value or status. For instance, the newspaper's attitude remains characteristic of 
the single viewpoint — displaying while controlling, delimiting and packaging the 
event. 

It may transpire that the photograph has less significance for the individuals 
involved and takes on a symbolic role expressing the difficulties and frustrations of 
urban living for a 35-year-old white woman living in the eastern United States. 
Nonetheless, the action she has taken is not necessarily typical of American women of 
the 1940s. We should remind ourselves that we are limited in our ability to consider her 
action, having been presented with only a representation of her action. As such, we are 
left with the image representing the conventions of sexual stereotyping: a man, Russell 
Sorgi, the photographer; a woman, anonymous, the victim. 

Small, hitherto insignificant, details begin to take on special relevance. The sign 
reading 'Give till it hurts Hitler' reminds us of the historical setting yet at the same 
time, with other street signs, the words create an impression of estrangement. As for 
the implied history of the image, it could be that our familiarity with popular fiction or 
cinematic conventions may lead us to speculate that the man leaving the hotel could 
have walked out on the victim, or to suppose from the date, 1942 (the United States had 
just entered the Second World War), that perhaps a lover may have been lost. Apart 
from these suppositions, the viewer is placed in a privileged position of access to 
information that is unavailable to the actors in the scene. The men seated in the 
restaurant and the policeman entering the hotel seem unaware of the tragedy about to 
happen. Yet the photograph can only give the briefest indication of the cause and effect 
of what seems to appear before us. 

If we decide to engage in further depths of interpretation we might find an irony 
emanating from the sign 'Coffee Shop Fountain', as we find that in Western art the 
fountain features as a symbol of eternal life and salvation. This point may be 
considered to be a little far-fetched, but if we are considering the photograph as an 
image operating within a pictorial tradition as part of a broader historical trajectory, we 
might cite Breughel's 'Landscape with the fall of Icarus' as a predecessor. 

If we forget, for a moment, that we are comparing a painting from the mid-sixteenth 
century with a photograph from the mid-twentieth century, we find that both images 
share a number of common features: an everyday setting; a lack of awareness on the 
part of passers-by; and a moment of death through falling. As for the broader cultural 
setting, two years before the suicide, W.H.Auden (1940) had published his poem 
'Musee de Beaux Arts', which points to the contemporary (if not endless) significance 
of Breughel's painting of the fall of Icarus. In particular, Auden notes the lack of 
concern for the dramatic and tragic event on the part of the ploughman and the passing 
ship. In general, he points out that human suffering usually occurs while others, 
unaware, are casually pursuing their normal everyday activities. 

What might be the purpose of this juxtaposing of the photograph with the painting and 
quoting the poem? It can widen the possibilities of interpretation and place it in the 
context of conventional Western allegories of individual destiny. For example, it could be 
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given a moral signification, suggesting the suicide victim has metaphorically 'flown too 
close to the sun'. In fact, Dante's (c. 1314, Canto XVII:109) version of the Icarus myth 
implies that Icarus fell because he disobeyed his father. Indeed, we find that the extremes 
and follies of youth contesting the wisdom of the elder is a common theme in myths 
which serve to reinforce patriarchy. Further consideration of the Icarus myth would lead 
us to discover that it was the patriarch who had constructed the labyrinth from which 
escape became necessary, a detail which might contribute to a contemporary feminist 
reading of the photograph. This interpretation would also have common characteristics 
with Andre Gide's Icarus: the image of human disquiet and impulse to discovery, who did 
not realise the labyrinth was within himself. 'He thought that he could only escape by 
way of the heavens, all terrestrial routes being blocked' (Gide, 1948:30). 

Naturally, the direction and lengths to which such connections can (or should) be 
pursued is one of the viewer's (in this case my) subjective choice. On the other hand, 
such interpretation may offer a deeper understanding of why such images continue to 
retain an attraction and fascination in contemporary culture. In fact, the story continues 
to be published. The quotation accompanying a similar image published in 1988 (in 
which the victim was fortunate to survive the incident) read: T thought everything was 
over. I was alone. No one wanted to know and I couldn't explain my feelings to 
anyone... The next thing I knew I was on the roof preparing to jump' (Raif, 1988:19). 

This brings us to the point where the increased emphasis on interpretation of the 
image and the role of the viewer make it necessary to make a further examination of the 
post-production aspects of the image. 

The photographer tries to bring into existence something new that 'preserves' 
something that already has concrete existence but will cease to exist in just that 
way in the next moment or day or year. Uniting these thoughts, it seems to me 
that the documentary photograph particularly is suited to preserving appearances 
and that the photograph, as document, gives us retrospective accessibility to 
preserved appearances that are time specific. What is important for the purposes 
of documentary work or the documentary use of images is that the retrospective 
accessibility of the images is conditional to their being subject to interrogatory 
examination. 

(Harbutt, 1973 in Suchar, 1989:52) 

We can consider our perception of the photograph to be in the form of a virtual image. 
This does not mean we internalise a little picture or replica of the photograph in our 
minds, but the information derived from the image becomes incorporated with other 
information derived from our life experiences. As Jean-Paul Sartre put it: 

The photograph forms but a vague object, and the persons depicted in it are well 
constituted as persons, but simply because of their resemblance to human beings, 
without any particular intentionality. They float between the banks of perception, 
between sign and image, without ever bordering on either of them. 

(Sartre, 1940:26) 

We find another contradictory position for the photograph: for Sartre would seem to be 
flying in the face of those theorists who marvelled at the accuracy and precision of the 
photograph. It may be precise in producing an effect of realism, yet vague in the 
production of meaning unless anchored or directed by other factors determining its 
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context. 'Thus can be seen the special status of the photographic image: it is a message 
without a code' (Barthes, 1977:17). This is bringing us to a position where we can 
regard the photograph as containing information which amounts to incomplete 
meaning, that requires the context to complete the message. 



4 



Post-production 



few people realise that the meaning of a photograph can be changed completely 
by the accompanying caption, by its juxtaposition with other photographs, or by 
the manner in which people and events are photographed. 

(Gisele Freund, 1980:149) 

THE post-production aspects of photographic communication are concerned 
with things that can be done to the photograph once it has been taken and 
processed to change or enhance its meaning. As mentioned in earlier 
chapters, photographs are taken in a particular context and there is a strong 
dependency on the knowledge of this context which determines how the 
final image is understood by the viewer. In the case of the documentary photograph we 
find ourselves looking at a visual display from which we are able to make inferences 
regarding the subject-matter. We make assumptions about the events that we see in the 
photograph and draw (hopefully the appropriate) conclusions from the image. We assume 
that our conclusions, derived from our retrospection and anticipations which have been 
engendered by the photograph, in some way concur with the factual circumstances that 
brought about the moment of the photograph. We place faith in the image itself and its 
subsequent editorial context that it conforms to the natural or original course of events. 
And this is what we described in the last chapter as the implied history of the photograph. 
This implication of the photograph can be shifted by the context in which the image 
is displayed. However, we might consider that good practice in photo-journalism 
requires the editorial skill to place the photograph in such a context that the viewer 
makes the appropriate assumptions regarding the context of the event itself — the casual 
antecedents of the event. This is the essence of Cartier-Bresson's notion of the decisive 
moment — that it directs the viewer's drawing of conclusions or invoking the intended 
sentiment. But this belief is not without its problems. As we saw in the William Klein 
example (pp. 8-9, this volume), the photographer may be acting with the best of 
intentions but be unable to predict or determine the viewer's response. His or her 
concerns, responses and understanding may be entirely different: 

why should our understanding of... photographs be prefaced by knowing the 
intentions of the photographer? No reading of a picture can be unambiguous, or 

89 
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Figure 31 'Maurice Bishop', 1983. This photograph was taken at a poorly attended press 
conference in London, 1983. Bishop made an impassioned plea for assistance, claiming 
his country Grenada was to be invaded. A few months later Bishop was dead and US 
(and Allied Caribbean troops) moved in to Grenada 

Photograph by Terence Wright 



completely objective. Even knowing a photographer's intentions should not 
prevent the viewer of the photograph from contributing to the information that 
the photograph emits. 

(Kuhn 1985:16) 

What we find in a photograph and our response to the image are governed by our own 
beliefs, expectations and values. Our beliefs derived from our experience of life lead us 
to draw a particular set of conclusions from the image. It is the context of the image 
(and indeed our experience and familiarity with photography) which may lead us to 
expect particular information from the photograph. Additionally, our evaluation of the 
image is determined by our own set of social and cultural values. This may lead us to 
conclude that it is impossible for us to see beyond our own mindsets, that we cannot 
perceive the image with any unattached objectivity that stands outside our own 
historical, political, cultural and biographical standpoint. This is particularly noticeable 
with historical photographs, where the viewer has privileged knowledge (of the 
outcome of events, for example) which would not have been available to the 
photographer or subject(s). This, in itself, gives added intrigue to the photograph (see 
Figure 31). 

Indeed, I can view the same optical information that was perceived and recorded by 
Julia Margaret Cameron. However, my understanding of her appreciation of the 
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photograph extends only as far as I can find out further information that enables me to 
imagine her point of view. There is a 130-year historical, social and biographical 
distance. That said, although we are unable to view the image with detached 
objectivity, the photograph may be able to offer new perspectives on life in order to 
provide the means through which we can achieve a degree of detachment that may 
enable us to obtain a new way of perceiving our immediate social environment. The 
issue becomes more complicated when we discover that the role demanded of the 
viewer is by no means universal. The response to an image in itself is also culturally 
conditioned: we find that different cultures place differing demands on the expected 
contribution of the viewer to the process of communication. And this can be integral to 
the traditions of other systems of representation. 

Throughout the history of Chinese and Japanese drawing, examples appear that 
are very close to perspective, but the system was never consistently developed as 
it was in the West. The need to involve the spectator in the painting is peculiar to 
the West. 

(Dubrey and Willats 1972:19) 

So we have reached a conclusion where, in the realist media context, we can see the 
photographer's role as one of selecting, from the natural flow of events, a static image that 
best points the viewer in the right direction for reaching the appropriate conclusions regarding 
the broader context of the event. The connotations implied by the image may be further 
refined by adding a text or caption. However, just as the information in the photograph can 
support — or anchor — the information to a wider range of signifiers, so the photograph can 
support the assertions made in a written statement. In contrast, we should see this as a two- 
way process and we shall see, on p. 106, how John Hilliard's 'Ash on Crag Lough' presents 
a simple example of how the photograph can resolve ambiguity in the caption. In this example, 
the image and its caption are mutually supporting. Nonetheless, photographs are unable to 
assert in the same way that a written or verbal statement can. The Greek philosopher Cratylus, 
whose actions and approach to the world are in many ways similar to those of the photographer, 
considered that as he could not be certain about anything in the world, he was unable to make 
a statement about anything. He therefore decided that the only way to communicate with 
others was not to speak but simply to point at things. In photography, the camera is pointed at 
a particular subject or phenomenon and the documentary photographer's intention is to draw 
attention to that which has appeared before the lens. In this instance, the photographer's 
function is that of a post-dated 'pointing-at'. 

Of course, the problem with Cratylus was that by limiting his communicative 
activities to pointing, he was unable to put forward any proposition or state a point of 
view. Similarly, the photographer is required to contextualise the image in order to 
communicate to the viewer. As we shall see later, this contextualisation does not have 
to be written: a series of photographs can be composed into a narrative sequence, or 
can represent an abstract concept by virtue of their juxtapositioning. As for the single 
photograph, it is a matter for speculation whether the new technologies will empower 
the photographer with greater abilities to determine the viewer's perception. If, as 
some have suggested, digital photography has brought about a radical change of 
direction from existing photographic practice, we may be persuaded to accept 
Wombell's view that 'Now the photograph is as malleable as a paragraph, able to 
illustrate whatever one wants it to' (1991:12). This would seem to imply a limited 
similarity with language in that a statement can mean one thing in one context, yet 
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something entirely different in another. So we must address the specificity of the 
photograph in terms of the particular subject as well as the levels of ambiguity brought 
about by the processes of representation. There will be some common principles with 
the use of verbal or written language but, at the same time, substantial differences. 

Roland Barthes, while referring to the press photograph as a 'message', proposes that the 
message is also formed by the 'source of emission', 'the channel of transmission' and 'point of 
reception'. These are, respectively: the staff of the newspaper; the group of technicians who 
choose, compose and treat (title and caption) the image; and the public who read the paper. So 
it is the entire newspaper, as a vehicle of communication, that transmits a series of lateral 
messages that contribute to the understanding of any photograph that may appear in it. And we 
would have different expectations of the same photograph in different papers. If it is in the 
Daily Telegraph for example, our perception of the image will be already coloured by what we 
know of that paper. Indeed, in common parlance people often refer to themselves as ' a Telegraph 
reader' or 'a Guardian reader', not only suggesting a preconceived allegiance to the paper but 
also anticipating certain expectations to be fulfilled during reading. In addition, the circumstances 
in which the image appears may also direct the spectator towards meaning. This extends the 
point made earlier that if a photograph appears on an advertisement hoarding, in a newspaper, 
on a gallery wall or in a family album, the viewer will require certain expectations to be fulfilled 
and will be prepared to respond accordingly. 

In this book, the concept of this post-production chapter is one of tracing the editing 
process of the photograph (from contact print to the printed page) and, in addition, it 
aims to account for the viewer's response to the image. It hopes to offer guidance in the 
editorial reading of the contact sheets and practical advice for resourceful decision- 
making. Additionally, it examines the sensational in contrast to the thought-provoking 
image, in terms of response to the visual effects of the photograph or in terms of the 
viewer's construction of meaning. 

The post-production processes may seem fairly limited in that once the 
photographer has committed finger to button, captured the image(s) and the course of 
events has moved on with the passing of time, there is little else that can be done. And 
while it is true to say that once things have changed it is not always possible to go back 
and rephotograph if a mistake has been made, so also you cannot photograph an aspect 
of an event once it has been carried away by the flow of time. Nonetheless, it will 
become apparent that the photograph can have new life breathed into it and new 
contexts can create new meanings. Photographic meaning is constructed retroactively 
from the present viewpoint and new meanings are developed for past events. All 
photographs are by nature historical and the representation of the frozen moment will 
alter as time passes into the future. We may be able to rewrite history, but 
rephotographing it is quite another matter. 



Reading contact sheets 



ONCE the film has been shot and processed, the photographer may take a quick 
look at the negatives to check that they are satisfactory (to see if they have 
been correctly exposed, etc.). But it is not until the contact sheet has been 
printed that the photographer experiences his or her first engagement with the 
photographs. With a 35mm camera, when the film has been exposed and processed he 
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or she will confront the 36 negative-sized images that display in their correct sequence 
all the photographs that have been taken. Each image has its unique set of dormant and 
potential meanings which will, more or less, conform to the actuality of events and/or 
the photographer's impressions of, and conclusions drawn from, the situation. The 
contact sheets not only enable the photographer to choose the most appropriate print(s) 
but they provide a visual record of the shoot: the images will contain and display the 
decision-making processes (on the part of the photographer) that took place as events 
unfolded before the camera's lens (see the contact sheet, Figure 49, reproduced in The 
Guardian case study). So even if the sheet does not bear an image that the 
photographer can use on that occasion, it will still retain a value in enabling reflection 
and revision as to how future shoots might be conducted. 

Contact prints are produced by bringing the film into contact with a sheet of photographic 
paper and exposing this arrangement to light. The prints are produced without an enlarger, thus 
without any magnification from the original. They overcome the problems involved in viewing 
the image in negative, as the process transforms the images into positives so that the tones of the 
photograph form a closer approximation to those perceived in the environment. This has an 
impact on the theory of photographic representation. According to a strict conventionalist position, 
this process should be unnecessary. If our understanding of photographs is a learned ability, we 
could just as easily learn to read a negative as we could a positive. However, even the most 
experienced photographers have difficulty in gaining the full picture from the negative image. 
For example, in viewing a negative of a portrait photograph, the art historian Gombrich finds it 
extremely difficult to decipher the direction of the sitter's gaze, 'where the highlights... appear 
black while the black pupils appear white and elicit the false response' (1975:130). Indeed, 
Gombrich uses this example to make a point regarding the nature of photographic representation 
which adds to the theoretical issues we discussed on p. 71 that 'if it were just a conventional 
notation the inventors of photography would not have evolved the process of turning a negative 
into a positive' (p. 129). If it were simply a matter of learning to read photographs, reading 
negatives should be as easy a skill to acquire as learning to read a positive. 

As the contact prints are negative sized (24x36mm), they have the drawback of 
being so small that it still remains fairly difficult to make a selection from the images 
or to appreciate them for their full quality. In addition, their appearance as a 6-image 
by 6-image block makes it very hard to evaluate any individual image in isolation. As 
we have already noted, the context can determine meaning and the accompanying 
images on the contact sheet, even if taken on the same shoot, have a tendency to cross- 
influence each other. Inexperienced photographers can often encounter problems in 
reading thirty-six images, which are displayed in competition with each other. Unable 
to view individual images in isolation, some of the most interesting of photographs can 
go unnoticed. It is often the case that a day or two or a week or so later (if one is 
working on a longer-term project and can afford the time), with the benefit of more 
distance from the event, other images become more or less significant. One tip is to use 
an old 35mm slide mount to frame each image so that it can be viewed out of context 
with the others. In addition to this, a small magnifying glass designed for the purpose, 
a lupe, enables the photographer to magnify and inspect the image for detail. It often 
happens that, during the post-production phase, the photographer is the worst judge of 
his or her own work. Despite attempts to remain distant from the event, the 
photographer often remains psychologically attached to or involved in the shoot. 
Advice and a further degree of objectivity from a third party are required in the 
selection of images. For example, it can often be the case that the photographer 
becomes attached to the photograph that took the most amount of effort to achieve, and 
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Figure 32 Use a slide mount as a mask to isolate each image in turn 

Photograph by Terence Wright 




Figure 33 Use a lupe to magnify the image 



Photograph by Terence Wright 
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fails to notice the attributes of an image that was relatively easily shot until they are 
pointed out by someone who was not present at the shoot. In addition, one of the most 
difficult aspects of the editing process is having to reject good pictures. Images may 
have been taken that are striking in having dramatic impact, yet on reflection they may 
not be considered central to the story. 

Contact prints are normally produced on glossy paper. This not only provides 
greater clarity in terms of the negative's tonal range, but it is a surface which enables 
frames to be marked with a chinagraph (wax) pencil. This leaves a mark that can be 
clearly identified and easily wiped off upon a change of mind. Some photographers use 
a colour-coding system, for instance to mark out first impressions in one colour, 
subsequent revisions and reassessments in others. In summary, three tips are suggested 
that can aid the 'reading' of contact prints (see Figures 32, 33 and 34). 

As mentioned in the last chapter, artistic licence aside, the greater technical skill the photographer 
possesses in ensuring that the negative contains as much visual information as possible (maximum 




Figure 34 Mark up contacts with a chinagraph pencil 



Photograph by Terence Wright 
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tonal range, for example), the more latitude there is for the widest choice in post-production 
selection. If the film has been correctly exposed and developed, advantage will have been taken of 
the film' s optimum capability for the recording of information. The photographer also needs to be 
aware that the contact prints are unlikely to have the tonal latitude to reproduce all the information 
contained in the negative. With some subjects (containing important detail in both shadows and 
highlights), it may be necessary to produce two sets of contacts subject to different exposures. Or 
sometimes it is necessary to view the contacts in conjunction with the negatives to check for 
additional information. One of the skills in reading contact prints is to be able to look beyond the 
obvious in the image and find unexpected information that may appear in the background. Small 
details can make dramatic differences. One of the earliest observations of a characteristic of 
photography, noted by W.H.F. Talbot, was that: 

the operator himself discovers on examination, perhaps long afterwards, that he 
had depicted many things he had no notion of at the time. Sometimes inscriptions 
and dates are found upon the buildings, or printed placards more irrelevant, are 
discovered upon their walls. 

(Talbot, 1844) 

The contact sheet editing process is another stage in the longer procedure of 
photographic selection. The photographer's choice of images may be purely subjective 
and there is always the potential for disagreement over those chosen by the 
photographer opposing those chosen by the picture editor. The impressions of the 
photographer who was at the actual scene may be different from the view of the editor 
who may be seeing the image from the more or less detached view that may be 
experienced by the reading public. Quite apart from that, personal life experiences will 
make a difference as to how two individuals might perceive the same photograph. What 
they happen to find interesting, their psychological make-up and their prejudices will 
all be determining factors. However, the next step is to select a frame (or number of 
frames) that can be printed into work prints, to check for quality and detail and to 
assess the printing strategy for the final finished print(s). 



The photographic one-liner 



THIS can be considered a simple photographic message with the purpose of 
entertaining or interesting the viewer, which can be presented with little or no 
comment (see Figure 35). It usually takes the form of an observation on life or 
a visual comment on the human condition. It is the photographic equivalent of saying 
'Look at that!' (or telling a joke). It can be an observation on an ironic aspect of life. It 
relies upon the characteristic of photography expressed by Vicki Goldberg (1991:7) as 
'a swifter more succinct impact than words, an impact that is instantaneous and 
intense'. In the context of the debate regarding photography as a conventional system, 
as is language, we should note that photographs do not reveal their information in the 
same way as does the written text. Such images can present a problem for the theorist 
as they may not warrant any further elucidation, elaboration or exegesis and to add 
further explanation becomes rather like trying to explain a joke. You either get it or you 
don't. Either it appeals to the individual sensibility of the viewer or it does not. 
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Figure 35 'Rainstorm, Paris', 1988 



Photograph by Terence Wright 



The role of the editor 



What we should demand of the photographer is the ability to place his picture in 
such a context that it cannot be read as a fashionable pictorial cliche but is given 
some new, some revolutionary meaning. 

(Walter Benjamin, 1929:107) 

THIS is perhaps how photographic practice should be conducted in an ideal 
world: that the photographer is always able to bring something new and 
revolutionary both to the subject and to the medium of photography; that the 
image may have the effect of jolting or shocking the viewers into a sudden change of 
opinion or of causing them to challenge their own preconceptions. However, the 
mainstream traditional practice of press photography or photo-journalism does not 
always allow the photographer such scope and only in rare instances is the printed 
image endowed with this power. However, the new technologies may allow the 
photographer more (or too much) editorial control, or none at all! (See Chapter 7.) 

As discussed above, we should expect the first line of editorial control to be that of 
the photographer upon viewing the contact sheets. In practice, it does not always work 
that way. For example with news photography, where there is a high degree of urgency, 
the photographer might hand the film to a dispatch rider who takes it directly to the 
client or to a processing lab. When this happens, the photographer may not have the 
opportunity to view the images before they reach the picture desk, and in some 
instances may never see what has been recorded on film. Of course, it is important that 
the practising photographer is able constantly to reflect upon his or her practice. The 
immediate and critical viewing of imagery not only facilitates feedback and enables the 
photographer to re-evaluate shooting strategies, but it also provides a means of fault- 
finding in the checking of the day-to-day performance of photographic equipment. 
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Indeed, with the proliferation of the new technologies, photographs are processed, 
printed, sent down the line and can appear on a television screen (or even on the printed 
page in the case of such publications as London's Evening Standard), before the 
photographer has left the location of the assignment. However, in complete contrast, 
technological developments have created situations offering the possibility of the 
photographer having greater involvement in the editorial process. A photographer with 
a digital camera is able to photograph an event, plug the camera into a lap-top 
computer and transfer the captured digital image into an image file. The photograph 
can then be cropped, using an image-processing program like Photoshop, and 
transmitted to the newspaper via a cellular telephone. While this process may restore 
some of the photographer's autonomy, it goes without saying that this new system is 
open to abuse. In this example, the digital image has not been derived from a negative, 
so the image may be in print and circulated without the journal being able to check the 
authenticity of the photograph, that is, the extent to which the image may have been 
enhanced or distorted. Also, at the final judgement of any dispute that may arise as to 
whether the photograph is an authentic record of a genuine occurrence, there can be no 
recourse to an original image that might settle the issue. We shall return to this topic in 
the penultimate chapter. 

However, in the traditional course of events, it is the role of the picture editor to 
make the selection from the photographer's proofs, with or without the photographer's 




Figure 36a A photograph taken from a 'conventional' angle 

Photograph by Terence Wright 
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permission or agreement. The picture editor is concerned with the cropping, captioning 
and layout of the image as well as how it fits in and interacts with the editorial material 
and the overall context of the publication. The picture editor acts as mediator between 
the photographer's vision and the aims and objectives of the publication. At the same 
time, the editors can make up for what they feel are the inadequacies of the 
photographer. In this regard, Fred Ritchen's In Our Own Image quotes the man who 
moved the pyramids: the editor of The National Geographic. He felt he had achieved 
'an establishment of a new point of view by the retroactive repositioning of the 
photographer a few feet to one side' (1990:7). This is a relatively new post-production 
phenomenon. Earlier, I had suggested the limitations of fixing the optic array as an 
imprint as the shutter is pressed and that the photographer's ability to alter the image 
after this moment was relatively restricted. The issues of the post-production change of 
camera position, video-grabbing and the like will be considered later. 



Cropping the photograph 



Cropping can often improve and occasionally transform. It can also create an 
untruth and ransack a photographer's perception. Much of the art of picture 
editing lies between these two sentences. 

(Harold Evans, 1978:223) 




Figure 36b Post-production cropping can be used to suggest that a different camera 
angle has been used from that of the original 

Photograph by Terence Wright 
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Cropping at its most basic allows the photographer to make further attempts at 
composing the picture after the photograph has been taken, processed and printed (see 
Figures 36a and 36b). In effect, it enables the photographer or picture editor to zoom 
in, from the viewpoint fixed by the camera, to select one part of the image and discard 
the rest of the photograph. Sometimes an image may be cropped so that the photograph 
does not have to be presented in the aspect ratio (to use the cinematographic term) 
prescribed by the camera's format. In fact, when shooting stills for television, the 
photographer has to keep in mind the automatic cropping of the television screen cut- 
off, as well as having to remember (in most circumstances) always to shoot in the 
horizontal (or landscape) format. Again, cropping may enable the editor to focus on a 
key part of the image. Or it may create a new point of interest that may be determined 
by such factors as new evidence or information that may have come to light since the 
photograph was taken, or the imposition of a different political point of view or 
implication demanded by the editor or newspaper. Yet, at another level, this selecting a 
chosen part of the image can further remove an image from its original context. The 
photographer's choice of framing and selection of the precise moment may provide one 
level of abstraction removed from the original event. But the editor's cropping of the 
image can amount to creating a new meaning by someone who may not have had 
firsthand experience of the subject. Or, arguably, it may be done by someone who has a 
greater understanding of the broader issues and significance of what has been 
photographed. Harold Evans, for example, draws the distinction between 

cropping which accepts the main subject as presented in the print, and cropping 
which creates a new focus of interest. The first is concerned mainly with 
excluding extraneous detail; the second is the recognition that a portion within 
the picture is really its main story. 

(Evans, 1978:207) 

John Hilliard's 'Cause of Death' provides a useful textbook example of the ways the meaning 
of a single image can be altered by its cropping and caption (see Figure 37). This piece of 
work demonstrates how meaning in the photograph is achieved by selecting the appropriate 
information. From a single negative, Hilliard has selected and titled four possible 'causes of 
death' that might explain the situation of a body shown lying on a beach. These 'explanations' 
have been captioned: crushed, drowned, fell, burned and gain their effect purely through the 
way Hilliard has decided to present the facts. The spatial relationship between each fragment 
and its frame indicates that each image has been cropped from a larger image, which (if ever 
shown in its entirety) would prove to be ambiguous. Upon viewing Hilliard's work, we can 
not only discover that we may have been deceived by the four possible interpretations, but the 
way that they have been displayed provides us with the means to find out exactly how we 
might have been misled. 

This is & formalist piece, in which the process is on display. The realist aspect of the 
image is suppressed in favour of a high-control set-up in which the focus of attention is 
on characteristics of photography itself — in particular how the meaning of the image 
can be shifted by selective cropping. Hilliard, working primarily as an artist who uses 
photographs to comment on the nature of photography, has provided us with a precise 
yet isolated observation of the ways photography can be made to work. John Fiske, on 
the other hand, in his Introduction to Communication Studies (1990:105) shows a 
photograph before and after cropping. He points out how a confrontation has been 
reinforced by reformatting the image into a long, narrow shape, thus giving more 
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Figure 37 'Cause of Death', 1974 



Photograph by John Hilliard 
Courtesy of John Hilliard 



direction to the viewer's gaze: so that it becomes an 'iconic representation of an 
exchange between the two sides'. The caption, printed in a heavy black font underlined 
and positioned between the two sides of the photograph, increases the connotations of 
conflict. He suggests that such devices direct the viewer in such a way that there are 
few other possible interpretations or readings of the image. New contexts suggest new 
meanings and, as long-running stories unfold over the weeks, the same image may 
appear in a vast array of formats and contexts, especially if only one or two 
photographs are available (the photograph of Fred West for example). If there is only 
one photograph which has been syndicated through an agency to a number of 
newspapers, there can be intense competition as each picture editor crops their own 
version of the original in his or her attempt to re-present the image to arrive at a 
maximum impact. 
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Image rights not available 



Figure 38 Photograph published in The Times, 7 May 1996 

Photograph by Grigory Dukor 
Courtesy of The Times 



Case study: 

'The Looking Glass War' 

THE photographs taken from the front pages of The Times and The Guardian not 
only illustrate how the same syndicated image may appear on the same day in 
two different national newspapers, but demonstrate the different contexts, 
cropping and captioning styles employed by the editors. The Times (see Figure 38) has 
cropped the image so as to reduce the photographer's artistic interpretation of the event 
and show a more straightforward documentary image. It may have been considered that 
the soldier's reflection was a non-essential detail, perhaps detracting from the impact 
required of a front-page headline photograph. In contrast, The Guardian (see Figure 
39) decided to use more of the photographer's interpretation to the extent of using the 
contents of the photograph to fashion the caption 'Looking Glass War'. Having 
exploited the inclusion of the reflection of the soldier in a window, this headline 
suggests the mirroring of the tit-for-tat exchange that immediately follows diplomatic 
expulsion. Perhaps it also suggests a certain absurdity of the situation which is not 
dissimilar to Lewis Carroll's Through the Looking Glass (1871). In Carroll's book the 
world becomes inverted and it contains many references to left and right reversals and, 
in similar representational style to that of the photograph in The Guardian, Carroll's 
ridiculous characters Tweedle-dum and Tweedle-dee are, in fact, mirror images of each 
other. Whether these details had occurred to The Guardian' s caption writer is a matter 
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Figure 39 Photograph published in The Guardian, 7 May 1996 

Photograph by Grigory Dukor 
Courtesy of The Guardian 



for speculation. It may be of further conjecture (or of mere academic interest) that as 
Carroll (Charles Dodgson) was a keen photographer, his writings may have been 
influenced by his firsthand experience of the formation of the photographic image, the 
negative of which is also inverted and displays left and right reversals. 

Another method of cropping is that of 'angled cropping'. This changes the 
photograph's reference away from the horizontal to create a more dramatic picture (see 
Figure 40). Arnheim describes how, in both photography and painting, a visual effect 
can be achieved through confronting the viewer with an 'indeterminate orientation': 

Photographers sometimes tilt their pictures relative to the frame in order to add 
an element of heightened excitement. The cubists and expressionists gave violent 
action to their landscapes by rendering the vertical dimension of buildings, 
mountains, or trees as piles of oblique units. 

(Arnheim, 1956:85) 

This not only emphasises how some of the fundamental principles of pictorial 
composition remain common to a variety of media, but also how the orientation of the 
picture can create an impression of movement and instability in static objects. Of 
course this technique, that can be found in the photographs of A.Rodchenko for 
example, is not only limited to post-production cropping but can be achieved through 
taking up an exaggerated camera angle during the shoot. In fact, among practising 
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Figure 40 'Periyar, India', 1996; an example of angled cropping 

Photograph by Terence Wright 




Figure 41 The use of L-shaped, off-cut cards facilitates post-production cropping 

Photograph by Terence Wright 
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photographers, there is a broad range of opinion extending from purists who refuse to 
allow one millimetre to be cropped from their photographs, to those who have little 
concern for what might be done to their original photograph. According to Sir Tom 
Hopkinson, 1 Bill Brandt would spend hours in the darkroom cropping and printing his 
photographs, benefiting from the relative luxury of the abundant detail afforded by his 
medium format negatives. As mentioned earlier, the 35mm photographer cannot afford 
to indulge in extensive cropping without suffering image deterioration through loss of 
detail. However, it can be a useful post-production exercise for the photographer to try 
out different compositional strategies that may offer reflection on photographic 
practice and which can determine his or her approach to shooting other subjects on 
future occasions. Photographers can experiment with different types of framing using 
two off-cut cards in an 'L' shape (see Figure 41). 



Image/text relationship 



The camera is getting smaller and smaller, ever ready to capture the fleeting and 
secret moment whose images paralyse the associative mechanisms in the 
beholder. This is where the caption comes in, whereby photography turns all 
life's relationships into literature, and without which all Constructivist 
photography must remain arrested in the approximate. 

(Walter Benjamin, 1929:107) 

AS mentioned in the John Hilliard example (p. 100), the image depends upon the 
anchoring function of the caption or text, in this instance the photograph placed 
in a context by use of language. The caption can have two main functions: 
supplying either what we might call 'supporting information' or 'extending 
information': 

• supporting information can refer to information and detail that is already contained 
within the photograph by drawing attention to certain features. In this context, it 
acts as a guide which tells the viewer how to view the image. 

• extending information can add facts or information derived from a different source to the 
photograph. This may be of a nature that is beyond the scope of the photographic system of 
representation and may serve to broaden the restrictions of the single image. 

In both these cases the image/caption relationship creates a third meaning, though 
perhaps the second instance produces the more powerful effect. For here the viewer 
derives the meaning from neither image nor caption: it is achieved by the combination 
of the two. As described by Nancy Newhall, the caption 'combines its own connotation 
with those in the photograph to produce a new image in the mind of the spectator — 
sometimes an image totally unexpected and unforeseen, which exists in neither words 
nor photographs but only in their juxtaposition' (1952:22). This is a similar state of 
affairs to that in our earlier discussion of Gestalt psychology. For this idea is 
reminiscent of the Gestalt psychologist Koffka's statement in 1935 that 'the whole is 
something else than the sum of the parts', which may have reached Newhall via film 
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theory. For example, Eisenstein refers to Koffka in support of his theory of film 
montage where 'two film pieces of any kind, placed together, inevitably combine into a 
new concept, a new quality, arising out of that juxtaposition' (1943:14). 'In such cases 
the whole emerges perfectly as 'a third something'.' (ibid.: 19). 

Further influences upon the individual image can be derived from accompanying 
photographs, which can change emphasis through their sequencing, layout, etc. This 
can mean achieving a balance between powerful images and more passive photographs. 
In a layout of very strong images they tend to compete with each other, and in such a 
way that dilutes their individual and overall effect. This effect generated by a collection 
of photographs can have another 'third something' as described in the literary critic 
George Poulet's (1972:48) account of a collection of paintings. We might consider that 
Poulet takes the third meaning a stage further and he suggests this when looking at a 
series of images, in this instance the paintings by Tintoretto assembled together at the 
Scuola di San Rocco in Rome. He gains the impression of an overall 'essence' of the 
collection by 'emptying my mind of all the particular images'. Whether we 
wholeheartedly subscribe to such a view may be another matter; nevertheless we might 
reflect upon how we do obtain meaning or the appreciation of style when confronted 
with a large collection of photographs, in an exhibition for example, though Poulet's 
suggestion might help to explain how we can identify an image as having been taken by 
Tina Mondotti or Sebastio Solgardo (for example), even though we may have never 
seen that particular photograph before. We might propose that in an exhibition we 
begin to identify elements (perhaps signifiers or logical connections) that are common 
factors shared by two or more images. Thus we can begin to abstract an overall 
impression of that photographer's work or, arguably, those photographers' aesthetic 
movements. For example, one can not only identify a similarity of style in the 
photographs of Rodchenko, but also in those of his close associates who were working 
with him at the time (Shudakov, 1983). 

We can assume from the above that the photograph and the caption are mutually 
supportive in their functions. In constrast, John Hilliard produced another piece of 
work which in some ways reverses the interdependence of image and caption. In his 
'Ash in Crag Lough' he presents us with three identically titled photographs, all 
photographed from the same camera position (see Figure 42). However, Hilliard, using 
a very narrow depth of field, has altered the focusing of the camera to provide the 
viewer with three different planes of focus of the same scene. The use of differential 
focus shifts the emphases of the captions to dictate the terms under which the ash tree 
is said to be in the water. It now appears that the caption is ambiguous until qualified 
by the photograph's information which indicates 'reflected in', 'floating in', 
'submerged in'. Photographically the result might be considered fairly clinical, 
illustrating a technical detail of photography, but the series sheds light on a particular 
subtlety of the image/text relationship and, as Hilliard himself points out, aptly draws 
attention to visual characteristics of the environment. 

the structure of camera procedure (i.e. three focusing) is echoed/revealed by the 
structure of the picture content — each change in focus affecting a different 
reading within a triad of possibilities.... Both glass and water lend themselves in 
a peculiarly apt way. Because of their physical structure, each embodies an 
imagery at three optical levels — being simultaneously transparent, opaque and 
reflective. 

(Hilliard, 1980:19) 
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This further self-reflexive example can be seen as a development of the basic point 
of the differences between the permanent terrestrial layout and that of the landscape's 
optical appearance made in Gombrich's 'Mirror and Map' paper, cited earlier. 



Sequences 



WE have already seen in the combination of image and text how the third 
meaning is created by the viewer. This is equally true for two or more 
images — described by Wilson Hicks (sometime executive editor of Life) as 
the 'third effect': 'when two selected pictures are brought together, their individual 
effects are combined and enhanced by the reader's interpretative and evaluative 
reaction' (1952:34). The juxtapositioning of images enables/forces the viewer to make 
temporal and/or spatial comparisons. It could be before-and-after shots which enable 
the viewer to make a factual comparison by analysing, contrasting or matching the 
images to reach a conclusion as to how the scene or subject has changed over the 
passage of time. 

In most circumstances the photographer only has the opportunity for one image to 
sum up the whole event or story. On occasion, there is the possibility of a series of 
images which may eventually be displayed spatially, as part of a page layout, or 
sequentially, in a prescribed order — on following pages or on television. The 
opportunity of using more than one photograph can increase the possibility for the 
photographer to pursue the development of an idea. As soon as photographs are 
incorporated into a series this puts forward a very different type of narrative sequence 
to the implied history of the single image. It places the photographer in a different 
mode of shooting and delivery, with new opportunities to create ideas, and can offer a 
greater degree of control over the interpretation of the signifiers of the images. This is 
not to say that this form of presentation is better or more significant than the single 
image (for example, the single image can stand out for its power of impact which can 
be lost among competing images); rather, that it opens up a different scope and range 
of possibilities. In a series the perception of the changes, the contrasts and comparisons 
can take over from any particular information that we would normally expect an 
individual image to deliver. 

The creation of a sequence is a skill in itself. The photographer has to deal with issues of 
continuity and coherence throughout the series. Apart from developing a flow of images, we 
could expect the classic sequence to have a beginning, a middle and an end and that those 
elements have a logical connection. To a certain extent, it will need to be orchestrated, with 
points of impact and relaxation throughout the sequence. The shooting and the editing 
processes are different. The central concept(s) should be spread across images yet also 
displayed with efficiency. Too many images can weaken the effective communication of the 
concept. In a series, each photograph cannot be considered on its own merits: it must be 
thought of in the context of the other images that will accompany it so that it can function as 
part of a chronological rationale. This may imply a shift of emphasis from the decisive moment 
of the single image to the critical instants of a structured narrative. These instants will 
determine when the photographer presses the camera's shutter. The photo-sequence, to use 
Roland Barthes' term, should consist in selecting a series of nuclei, which 'constitute the 
real hinge points of the narrative' (Barthes, 1977:93) yet with each image containing 
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catalysers, whose purpose is to 'merely "fill in" the narrative space separating the hinge 
functions' (ibid.). While Barthes is primarily referring to the literary narrative with its linear 
mode of delivery, the photo-sequence tends to concentrate on the nuclei, with the catalysers 
'nested' in each photograph. These are not so much 'delivered' to the viewer, rather they 'lie 
in wait' for the viewer's discovery and attention to detail. In adopting Barthes' terminology, 
this 'non-intentional' point of detail is referred to as a punctum. We encountered one such 
example in Barthes' description of the William Klein photograph (p. 8), where Barthes felt 
himself drawn to 'one child's bad teeth'. For Barthes the punctum 'is an addition: it is what I 
add to the photograph and what is nonetheless already there'. 

In addition to the implied narrative of the single photograph, the arrangement of a 
series of photographs in sequential order can enable the photographer to have greater 
control over determining the viewer's perception of the image(s). Here we must 
distinguish between a sequence, which has a prescribed order of viewing, and a series 
which leaves the narrative order to the viewer. The sequence often implies a temporal 
ordering, while the series may not be linear in its arrangement but may be composed in 
some form of spatial layout. Perhaps the most common occurrence of a sequence of 
photographic images is to be found in the rapid (24 frames a second) sequencing of 
movie film. There are important similarities as well as distinctions from this form of 
presentation to the static sequence of still photographs. Some of the basic narrative 
principles may be the same, but we should be respectful of important differences 
expected of the viewer. Similarly, the sequence of photographs suggests to the viewer 
the connotations of the individual images that they should pick up on. With the 
inclusion of an accompanying text, the different juxtapositions of image and text 
combined with the relationship between a series of images can enable the unfolding of 
a story or the development of an idea. This process is similar to the unfolding of a 
story-line in the photo-romance sequencing of images. A classic example of the photo- 
story in British photo-journalism was 'Unemployed' which appeared in Picture Post in 
1939 (see p. 148, this volume). 

It was the French literary critic Gerard Genette (1980) who aimed for a systematic 
organisation of the complex relation between narrative and the actuality of a story. He 
describes three categories of narrative: 

recit: the order of events in the text 

histoire: the 'actual' sequence of events, as they happened 

narration: the act of narrating itself 

Although his scheme was initially developed to be applied to literary criticism, he 
adopts terminology that has been derived from the lens-based media: Genette 's terms 
include 'point of view' and 'focalisation'. However, the practical relevance of this 
consideration is that images designed to appear in sequence not only need to be 
carefully composed as individual photographs but there is the additional composition 
of the sequence to be taken into account. We should consider each image in relation to 
the preceding and following (antecedent and successional) images. As the viewer can 
determine the duration of viewing of a photo-sequence, the entire effect of the piece is 
achieved and completed by the photographer playing on the role of the viewer. When 
looking at a sequence, the viewer's response is one of mentally moving backwards and 
forwards between states of anticipation and retrospection. In making sequences of 
photographs for television broadcasts, it is this characteristic that is usually exploited. 
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The still sequence was often preferred for its ability to give a subject a dynamic quality 
that was not so easily achieved in video footage. 



The viewer's response to the image 



The photograph is in no way animated... but it animates me. 

(Roland Barthes, 1982:20) 

IN the discussion of Barthes' punctum there was a gradual shift of emphasis away 
from what may have been the photographer's intention or the direct point of the 
photograph, to the viewer's interpretation of the image. We have also gained from 
the notion of the implied history of the photograph that the viewer is placed in the 
position of having to create meaning from the photographs, dependent upon what they 
can believe and feel is plausible from the image. It should be noted that the 
photograph's implied history is not a fixed commodity: it is subject to changes in time 
(as time moves on, perspectives change) and it is subject to interpretation from 
different standpoints. This is most noticeable in ethnographic photographs, where the 
intentions of those who had used the camera from the colonial viewpoint produced 
images which appear in stark contrast to the ways those images are perceived by the 
members of those cultures that had been photographed. So as times, locations and 
political and cultural points of view change, so the perspectives on the information 
displayed in those photographed shift in emphasis. This can be quite extreme, affecting 
the status of the photograph in different cultural locations. For example, according to 
Hall (Collier and Collier, 1986:xv), 'western people. ..perceive the written word as 
reality and the visual image as impression. Navajo observers. ..see photographs as 
literal information and language as coded interpretation'. Whether or not we are in full 
accord with Hall's point of view, his statement does serve to suggest distinct cultural 
differences in regard for the photograph. This is placing more emphasis on the role of 
the viewer, who is involved in actively constructing his or her own context for the 
image rather than acting as the passive recipient of visual information. The photograph 
can be now considered as a point of visual stimulation or as a trigger to set thought 
trains and the imagination in motion. Its unique power to do this lies in its ability to 
represent some of the information that is (or could be) normally available for us to 
access during our visual perception of the environment. Needless to say, the thought 
trains will be determined by our own life-experiences and naturally will include the 
knowledge we may have of the photographed subject, as well as what we know about 
the medium of photography. 

We saw in Chapter 1 that Gibson's theory involved the active exploratory role of the perceiver. 
It follows that the viewer of a photograph might also adopt an active exploratory role. Naturally, 
the degrees of action and exploration will be limited by the static two-dimensional display of 
information of the photograph and should not be identified with everyday perception. Now my 
perception, or what I see in a particular image, may not be the same as someone else' s perception. 
And, upon a later viewing, I may find the image appears differently from my first encounter 
with it. The photograph itself has not changed, but what has changed is the nature of my 
engagement with the image. And my engagement with the photograph will not be exactly the 
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same as another person' s. It should be emphasised that any one of these viewings is not truer or 
more accurate than another, but they have triggered different thought trains. Depending upon 
the success of the photograph in its particular context, subsequent viewings will enable more or 
less innovative viewings. 

Gunther, in a discussion of literary criticism, distinguishes the artefact (for our 
purposes photograph) from the aesthetic object (which we might consider to be the 
viewer's interaction with the photograph). 

The artefact [photograph], unchanging in its structure, is of course the source of the 
meaning from which the reader [viewer] must constitute, the point of departure for all 
concretization [perception or understanding] of the work by its recipients; and yet the 
work in its totality cannot be reduced to the artefact [photograph]. Since it is concretized 
against a background of fluctuating systems of aesthetic norms, the structure of the 
aesthetic object is continually shifting as well. 

(Gunther, 1971:143) 

This has brought us a long way from the early days of photography, when opinions 
regarding the effect on the viewer were derived from classical art. Frith believed that 
photography was not only 'truthful' by nature, but that photography's 'truth' in itself 
would have a beneficial effect on the public: 

its essential truthfulness of outline. ..of perspective and light and shade... 

Since truth is a divine quality it is, we argue, quite impossible that this quality can so 
obviously and largely pervade a popular art, without exercising the happiest and most 
important influence, both upon the tastes and morals of the people. 

(Frith, 1859:71. Emphasis in original) 

Although this may sound rather quaint in its sentiment, it is a problem that remains 
with contemporary media. For example, should films portray sexual or violent acts 
because they are reflecting life as it is lived, or should they present examples of how 
life should be? To act so as to exert a good influence upon the cinema-goer, or to 
portray suitable role-models for members of society? It is clear that Frith' s belief that 
photography had the innate capacity to do this automatically meant that he was not able 
to conceive of the subject-matter encountered by the contemporary photo-journalist. 



The issue of the viewer responding to effect or 
meaning 

AS we saw in Chapter 2, one of the most important goals for the arts since the 
classical period has been realism, and this idea of realism was one that was to 
be achieved by imitation. Herodotus (the fifth-century BC historian) was acclaimed for 
his ability to achieve vivid descriptions in his writings: 'he takes you in imagination through 
places in question, he transforms hearing into sight. All such passages, by their direct personal 
form of address, bring the hearer right into the middle of the action being described' (Longinus, 
1953:xxvi). We find, in the ancient world, the existence of legends concerning painters who are 
able to create convincing illusions that could fool people, animals or even artists themselves 
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into mistaking works of art (painted surfaces) for reality. For example, there was the work of 
Zeuxis the painter whose picture of grapes reputedly was pecked by birds. Pliny later continues 
the story in which Parrhasios, a rival of Zeuxis, tried to raise a curtain which in fact happened to 
be a painting. In the history of philosophy where Plato condemned imitation, Aristotle in his 
Poetics (IV) (in Else, 1957:124) considered it to be a characteristic of human instinct. 'The 
instinct for imitation is inherent in man from his earliest days; he differs from other animals in 
that he is the most imitative of creatures, and he learns his earliest lessons by imitation.' 

This quotation serves to emphasise that the notions of copying or imitating have been 
considered to occupy a central and influential role in Western culture. They not only had a 
lasting influence upon theories of education, but also a lasting impact on aesthetics and the role 
of visual representation. For example, the Victorian/Edwardian photographer Sir Benjamin Stone, 
between 1868 and his death in 1914, created a unique photographic archive of 22,000 images 
and wrote extensively about the value of the photographic archive for education. As Stone put 
it: 'I look on photography as being a most valuable aid in education, because pictorial illustration 
is by far the earliest mode and pleasantest manner in obtaining instruction' (Tit-Bits, 16 April 
1898). Stone's view would appear to be continuing this tradition that the photograph could 
provide a replica from which the student could gain part of their education by proxy. Stone is 
further placed in the classical tradition in that it was Aristotle's conviction that humans also 
have an inherent desire to obtain pleasure from viewing other people' s imitations. In the sixteenth 
century (bringing us closer to the period of Kepler's eye-camera analogy and Descartes' 
experiment) Ludovico Dolce (1557:176) extended the classical line of argument: 'the painter 
must labour hard not only to imitate but also to surpass nature'. According to Dolce, nature 
itself cannot be improved upon, though human nature can be. Here imitation has the ability to 
inspire people to betterment and to noble acts. 

This brief diversion has the purpose of reviewing some aspects of the aesthetic context from 
which photography emerged. The reader will recall from Chapter 2 that such theories formed 
the prevailing influence over the early photographers (Rejlander and Jabez-Hughes for example) 
as did Frith' s ideas concerning photography's inherent ability and potential to improve the 
general public. The intention of the artist to imitate nature (through painting or poetry) had 
continued until photography was invented. According to Scharf (1968:179), 'the increased 
emphasis on matiere can well be attributed to the encroachments of photography on naturalistic 
art'. Photography had removed from the painter the role of mechanistic replication. It may be 
over- simplistic to state that it was owing to the invention of photography that painters felt that 
the imitation of nature had been forcibly removed from their province and that they had to 
pursue other aims in order to justify their existence. This type of view was expressed by Renger- 
Patzsch who believed that: 

there's not the slightest doubt that graphic art has been obliged to surrender to 
the camera much territory in which it was previously absolutely sovereign, and 
not only for reasons of economy, but because in many instances photography 
worked faster, and with greater precision and greater objectivity than the hand of 
the artist... Modern art can no longer pursue representational goals. 

(Renger-Patzsch, 1929:15) 

And from the point of view of the painter, photography had initiated new freedoms. On 
this point it was Pablo Picasso's belief that 'Photography has arrived at a point where it 
is capable of liberating painting from all literature, the anecdote, and even from the 
subject. In any case certain aspects of the subject now belong to photography' (Brassai, 
1966:46-7). 
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However, the invention of photography may have contributed to creating the social 
climate in which painters felt the need to question the canons of representation. In fact, 
it may have been social conditions that created the climate for the need for a 
representational system such as photography. In Giselle Freund's view, it was the 
change in the social structure of the nineteenth century, such as the machine age and 
modern capitalism, that altered the nature of subject-matter and artists' techniques. For 
example, both the styles and techniques of portraiture had changed, accompanied by a 
new democratisation of the visual image. 

Technological progress outside the art world led to the invention of a series of 
processes that were to have considerable bearing on future developments in art 
...The most decisive factor in making art accessible to everyone was the 
invention of photography. 

(Freund, 1980:3) 

So perhaps the overriding achievement of photography was not the automatic recording of 
reality as it was so understood, but a process that makes this form of recording potentially open 
to everyone. 2 Freund (ibid. : 28) points out that the almost simultaneous inventions of photography 
by a range of individuals is a clear indication that the photographic process was very much a 
product of its time. This seems something of a one-way process — that of a culture demanding a 
particular system of representation. But we should not view the invention as a matter of simple 
passive response. In practice, one does not encounter a cultural pattern or environment to which 
a technological development is simply added. The inclusion of a new technology results in a 
completely new environment, which can change the forms of communication and the economic 
organisation as well as the political power relationships of a given society. 

In the eighteenth century, the full impact of the invention of the printing press was 
being felt by writers who were accepting a distancing from their readership: 'who 
accept this separation as a primary condition of their creative activity and address their 
public invisibly through the curtain, opaque and impersonal, of print' (Bronson, 
1968:302). Mechanical and mass reproduction had created a separation from the 
personal address that had characterised the classic style as exemplified by Herodotus. 

This section has aimed to consider the change in response theory from that of the viewer 
responding to the effect of the personal address to one of a distance, imposed by technology, 
that involves collaboration between the viewer and the photographer in creating meaning. Later 
we shall be looking at the collaboration between the photographer and the subject (p. 1 15ff.). 
As we have seen in earlier chapters, some theorists have stated that photographs should be 
understood by the viewer' s recourse to linguistic abilities and not by means of the photograph' s 
ability to replicate the subject. James Agee aimed to overcome this polarisation in his description 
of photography as the 'language of reality': 

[It] may be the most beautiful and powerful but certainly it must in any case be 
the heaviest of all languages. That it should have and impart the deftness, 
keenness, immediacy, speed and subtlety of the 'reality' it tries to produce, 
would require incredible skill on the part of the handler, and would perhaps also 
require an audience... equally well trained in catching what is thrown. 

(Agee and Evans, 1941:236) 

In addition, Agee seems to be suggesting that photographic communication is similar to 
a game. The photograph not only tests our conception of the plausible but it invites us 



114 The Photography ha n db oo k 



to engage with the image. Charles Suchar (1989:52) has described this as the 
'interrogatory principle': 'all photographs can equally be considered as documentary 
photographs if they can be seen as providing answers to questions that we have about 
them; that is, if they fulfil the interrogatory principle'. 

If we adhere to Suchar' s interrogatory principle, our interrogation of the 
photograph might lead us to ask the following questions: 

• Can we analyse the 'internal' content of the image — ask what information has been 
selected by the photographer and what we find interesting in the photograph? 

• Can we make a comparison of the particular photographer with other photographs — 
placing the photograph in the context of comparative photographic practice? 

• What value does it have as an example of an image of its kind? 

• What were the intentions of the photographer? 

• What use has been made of the image? 

• What do we know about the subject of the photograph? 

• How does the photograph relate to other historical evidence? 

• How does the image relate to theoretical perspectives of photography in particular, 
and visual representation in general? 

Of course, such questions are more applicable to viewing a photograph taken by 
someone other than the enquirer. For our own photographs we might shift the emphasis 
of the questions: 

• What information do we find within the photograph? 

• What additional external information do we need to supply to direct the meaning of 
the image? 

• What is the range of potential meanings and interpretations that the viewer might 
construct from the photograph? 

• Can we make a value judgement on how the image relates to others of its kind? 

• How does the image fit in to the broader historical and theoretical spectrum of 
photography, visual imagery, the arts and the general cultural milieu? 

For an example of how this might work in practice I recommend the reader returns to 
look at the possible descriptions and interpretations in the case study of Russell Sorgi's 
photograph of a suicide (Figure 30). 



Photo-elicitation 



THIS can be described as the deliberate exploitation of the viewer's response to 
the photograph. It is a method often employed by visual anthropologists, and is 
a significant aspect of photo-therapy, for example where family photographs can 
be used to trigger hidden memories (Spence, 1987, 1995). It enables the researcher to 
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gain access to subjective responses to the photograph. If one is studying a social or 
cultural group, showing their members photographs that may have been taken of them, 
by them or by other people, or of particular locations and events etc., facilitates a 
response to the photograph by asking for comments upon the significance of the image. 
The method enables the researcher to understand how the subjects: 

• view their group from the inside; 

• perceive their own role and sense of self; 

• examine the meanings of their own behaviour and engagement in cultural processes. 

This can be viewed as exploiting a characteristic of the family album in its mnemonic 
function. In addition to providing a record of memorable events, the image can operate 
as a stimulant to the memory (see Collier and Collier 1986). 

It should be emphasised that in the normal practice of commercial photography 
there is the expectation of fairly rapid results. The chances of the photographer having 
familiarity with the subjects, and the possibility of finding out much about them or how 
they themselves wish to be represented are limited. So it becomes difficult to think how 
community-based projects and co-operation with the subjects will fit into the 
framework of current commercial practice. With community photographs, the subjects 
are usually expected to suggest ways that will enable the photographer to become a 
catalyst or facilitator to help members of the community achieve their own aims and 
aspirations. So in this context, consultation does not consist of a one-off interview, but 
will be a sustained process throughout the duration of the project and of a nature 
whereby community members are able to see the whole process through and be 
involved at each stage. If they wish to withdraw their involvement at any time, the 
photographer may need to compromise between carrying through the project and 
respecting the wishes of the subjects. If this happens, it might be seen as part of the 
practice of documentation. 



The Australian After 200 Years project 



In front of the lens, I am at the same time: the one I think I am, the one I want 
others to think I am, the one the photographer thinks I am, and the one he makes 
use of to exhibit his art... I am neither subject nor object but a subject who feels 
he is becoming an object. 

(Roland Barthes, 1982:13) 

IF, as Susan Sontag maintains, 'to photograph people is to violate them' (1977:14) 
the Australian Aborigines could well claim to be victims of the camera. The 
proliferation of photography went hand-in-hand with colonial expansion and has left a sad 
record of the subjugation of Australia's indigenous culture. From the viewpoint of a more (though 
by no means wholly) enlightened time, it is possible to rewrite colonial history: shifting the 
emphasis to redress the balance and show new perspectives on events. Of course, photography 
is not quite so accommodating (or flexible) in this regard. Once events have passed we can alter 
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written accounts as attitudes and circumstances change, but the fixed image of the photograph 
can only be recontextualised (although this does not account for the issues that arise from 
digital photography — these will be addressed in another chapter). It was Australia' s Bicentenary 
that was chosen to provide an opportunity to amend the photographic record. Even though from 
the Aboriginal perspective it 'symbolises destruction and loss of life, land and culture', it was 
felt it could offer a new, more positive opportunity. With this in mind, over twenty photographers 
from both the Aboriginal and the non-Aboriginal community were engaged to live and work in 
communities throughout Australia to document Aboriginal life. The general purpose of the 
project was to collate images that represented the variety of situations and lifestyles experienced 
by contemporary Aboriginal Australia. It was proposed that the photographs should act as an 
antidote to the exotic, or supposedly authentic and traditional, images of Aboriginals that were 
the products of the colonial viewfinder. The photographs aimed to show those aspects of 
Aboriginal culture, conditions and activities that were less familiar to an international audience. 
For example, there were images of urban and rural life that could show the continuity from old 
to new — including the depressing images of a prison community. As for the means of achieving 
this, the project 'attempted to develop a long-term model of co-operation between an institution 
and its Aboriginal constituents, between an archive and the people whose images would fill it, 
between photographers and their subjects' (Taylor, 1988:xv). 

The representation of one group of people by another can raise sensitive issues, so the success 
of the project hinged on this philosophy of co-operation and participation between photographer 
and subject(s). Initially, the project was announced to Aboriginal communities through their 
local newsletters. Contacts were made with Aboriginal organisations to propose the aims and 
objectives of the project and to collate suggestions and feedback as to how the project might be 
conducted from the subjects' point of view. Old photographs of the area and communities were 
printed and made available for return and absorption into the community. This had the bonus 
effect of stimulating discussions as to how the Aborigines had been represented in the past, and 
could help people to consider how they might wish to be represented in the present and what 
record of their lives and culture they would like preserved for the future. Once the project was 
under way, new collaborating communities were shown what had been achieved from earlier 
collaborations. So to begin with, much discussion took place about general issues of photography 
and, more specifically, about the public image and perceptions of Aboriginal life. This included 
their own family albums and the process of matching those and discussing them in comparison 
and contrast with archive photographs. For example, a stark contrast was noted between 
photographs taken by outsiders and the family photographs which showed the Aborigines looking 
relaxed and interacting with each other. In particular, from schoolchildren there was criticism of 
those photographs 

which depicted only life in remote areas, illustrated by dark-skinned people 
catching kangaroos or eating witchetty grubs. These narrow images, they felt, 
only encouraged their non-aboriginal classmates to believe that people who lived 
differently were not 'real' aborigines. 

(Taylor, 1988:xix) 

From the discussions there also arose the issue of the narrowness of media 
representations which concentrated on the poorest areas of a town. They were not 
interested in Aboriginals who had jobs, but served to reinforce the stereotype of the 
unemployed, drunken and lazy Aborigine. As the media had concentrated on such 
negative representations, it was felt that the After 200 Years project could assist in the 
production of a positive image of aboriginal life. 
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Nonetheless, the project was not without its problems. There were issues concerning 
visual representation that arose from specific cultural factors. For example, there were 
cultural restrictions on seeing photographs of recently deceased persons, which meant 
that the photographic strategy of distributing photographs and subsequently publishing 
them could have upset and offended certain groups. The introduction to the book that 
resulted from the project had to include a warning that readers might feel that some 
aspects of the book could infringe a particular cultural taboo: a taboo which did not 
necessarily apply to those who had been deceased for two or so generations but only to 
those whose mortuary rites were still continuing. Similar restrictions applied to certain 
ceremonies. 

one photographer took photos of parts of a ceremony that was privileged to 
initiated men only. He did so at the request of older men present and on 
condition that no women or government people would see them. The 
photographer processed the film himself, made copies of 50 photographs which 
were returned to the appropriate person, and then the negatives were destroyed. 

(Taylor, 1988:xxi) 

Another feature of the project involved the production of the third meaning, created by 
the combination of image and caption. The community members were invited to 
provide the text for the photographs as well as assisting in the selection of the images. 
The general conclusion that we can reach from the example of the After 200 Years 
project is that there is no absolute formula for success in providing a photographic 
record of any particular cultural group. The best procedure for the photographer is to 
establish all the possible relevant factors, and devise a course of action that, although it 
will not necessarily be perfect or foolproof, will at least be the result of informed 
decision-making. 



5 



The documentary 
photograph 



The photograph as a document 



IN view of the argument regarding the nature of photographic representation developed in 
earlier chapters — that the photograph is subject to the photographer's selection of subject, 
framing, lens and personal regard for the subject, as well as the institutional and broader 
historical or cultural context — what do we mean if we describe the photographic record as 
'documentary'? 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term 'document' suggests an artefact that 
has educational value or has value as evidence: intended primarily for instruction or record 
purposes. We can extend this definition to include those photo-graphs that are 'didactic', 
'observational' or 'polemic'. We might consider that it is the didactic intention that fulfils 
documentary's educational role. Its approach aims to embellish the straightforward activity of 
recording by informing the viewer about the subject. Here an accompanying caption or text may 
act as a narration, whereby a mediator (whether the photographer or a third party) might provide 
specialised knowledge or expertise, adding to that which we perceive in the photograph. The 
observational mode (in the broader definition of documentary) aims to provide evidence by 
means of a document that acts as a channel, in the naive realist sense, whereby the unobtrusive 
camera allows the viewer a relatively unmediated view of the scene. The overall aim here may 
be to provide a record of events for the future — to create something that will later have historic 
value. However, we may also add the polemic approach, which can aim to put forward a particular 
point of view about the subject. In this instance, the photographer takes issue with the overall 
aim of expressing what he or she thinks, believes or feels about the subject. But we do need to 
try (at least) to be clear where the idea 'to document' ends and when the photographer aiming 
'to persuade' or 'to promote' becomes involved in producing propaganda. Perhaps we should 
ask if communication, or indeed in formation, can be neutral or is there always some underlying 
hidden agenda? This may depend on who is providing the information, and for what purpose, as 
well as on the broader context of the communicative process. 

Again, the categories of the observational, didactic and polemic are not mutually 
exclusive but can serve to indicate some of the intentional strategies that have been 
proposed by those photographers who claim to operate in the documentary mode. We 
should note that, to greater or lesser degrees, all three categories imply different levels 
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of authenticity (that they provide evidence of 'real' events) and authority (that the 
producer(s) consider it is important that they should be brought to our attention). As 
Bill Nichols (1991:7) has put it: 'Documentary offers access to shared historical 
construct'. 

It was the documentary film-maker John Grierson who coined the contemporary use 
of the term documentary, which he described as 'the creative treatment of actuality'. As 
we have seen in previous chapters the idea of realism is a rather slippery commodity 
and this equally applies to actuality. Not only is actuality a very loose term, but we 
might recognise a sliding scale which runs from actuality through to fantasy 
(encountering such terms as opinion, viewpoint and impression along the way). 
Nonetheless, in taking a retrospective glance at Grierson' s films with reference to the 
categories established above, we find they conform to a strongly didactic approach, 
characterised by an overriding objective of educating and informing the viewer. 

So when we look at a photograph it can supply information regarding the culture by 
which and from which the image was taken. It conveys information regarding its own 
formation — the aesthetic and technical criteria that have come into play in the 
production of the image. This information has been referred to in literature as the 
'lateral message' by Jameson: 'at the same time that they speak the language of 
reference, [they] also emit a kind of lateral message about their own process of 
formation' (1972:89). And taking this further, according to Bourdieu at least, 
representations only really represent themselves and not at all any external reality: 'In 
stamping photography with the patent of realism, society does nothing but to confirm 
itself in the tautological certainty that an image of reality that conforms to its own 
representation of objectivity is truly objective' (quoted in Krauss, 1984:57). 

In this case, it seems that Bourdieu is suggesting that the photographic system of 
representation happens to fulfil those criteria that Western society has already decided 
upon to depict the world, whereby representations relate more to other representations 
than they do to reality. Such a position seems somewhat indebted to the Russian 
Formalist view of poetry. 

In any photograph of the human subject, we find that the subject displays 
expressions, their style of clothing carries a message, as does the location of the 
photograph, all of which may indicate a particular social role and aspects of character. 
The photograph can supply visual evidence of some thing or an event that has occurred 
before the camera. Of course, as time moves on, so the information in the photograph 
can be put to different uses. And, despite the intentions of the photographer (or the 
subjects), the intended purpose of the image can backfire, a famous example being the 
photograph taken during the siege of Paris in 1871 (see Figure 43). The Communards, 
having rebelled against the French government, not only stood by the barricades posing 
before the camera but, having demolished a statue of Napoleon Bonaparte dressed as a 
Roman Emperor, stood around the remains in triumph. Some weeks later when the 
Commune finally fell, the photograph provided the French government with the 
necessary evidence to identify the perpetrators and to round them up for execution. It 
may appear ironic that the French Realist painter Gustave Courbet, who was counted 
among the rebels, not only appeared in the photographs but managed to escape with his 
life, having agreed to pay for the repair of the statue. This gives the photograph an 
additional historical dimension and places the image in a broader narrative context. 
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Figure 43 'Courbet and the Communards, Paris', c. 1871 

Photographer unknown 
Courtesy of the Bibliotheque Nationale de France 



Photo-journalism 



THE broad aim of photo-journalism is to produce photographs of quality that 
become the primary means of telling a story or portraying an event. It is the 
main purpose of the photo-journalist to bring visual information to the attention 
of the public. Apart from dealing with the photographic mechanics of the shoot, photo- 
journalism depends on the photographer's skills of observation. It may rely upon the 
skills of recognising a potential for showing the familiar in a novel way, or on the 
photographer's ability to highlight detail or new aspects of the subject and its overall 
environment. Above all, it is most likely expected to display a power of conviction that 
might supply the viewer with evidence to support or change an opinion regarding a 
particular issue. It will often require that the photographer's photographic skills 
become automatic, so taking the photographs becomes second nature, leaving the 
photographer free to concentrate, not so much on the subject, but on the representation 
of the subject. Sometimes this may involve engaging the subject in conversation whilst 
simultaneously carrying out the activity of taking photographs. So complete familiarity 
with the photographic equipment in this context becomes essential. As put by 
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photographer Robert Doisneau (1948:1), 'His technique should be like an animal 
function ...he should act automatically'. 

It may seem obvious, but a central characteristic is being there. Where, arguably, a 
news reporter could arrive after the event and still piece together a story from eye 
witnesses or the police for example, it is not quite so plausible for photography. Once 
the event has happened the photo-opportunity is lost. The photographer also needs the 
appropriate equipment to carry out the job and to know the background details so as to 
be able to take informed photographs that can tell the story, back up or complement the 
written word. Another skill (that depends much upon the foregoing) is being able to 
anticipate what is about to happen, and being able to respond effectively to an 
unexpected turn of events so that one can be in the optimum position to draw out the 
visual elements of the event for the ideal photographic moment. Often a news event 
will develop its own choreography and will unfold like a speeded-up game of chess. It 
is therefore up to the photographer to predict the possible moves and responses to 
obtain the best possible viewpoint and position. 

We need to consider the purpose of the photograph in the context of photo- 
journalism and what information the image is intending to convey. As far as it is 
possible to say what makes a good photograph in this context, it is one that does more 
than simply illustrate the event or the story: it should reinforce information that is 
already on the page. It is part of the photographer's skill to be able to assess the 
subject, isolate its visual qualities and predict how these will appear in pictorial form. 
Sometimes the skill lies in the ability to take a written idea or one that is issued 
verbally and convert it into pictorial form. The photograph needs to arouse interest both 
in its factual content and visual appeal. Often it is intended to refer to a much wider 
context, effects and significance of the event than the immediacy of the event itself. In 
order to achieve this, research and preparation are of key importance. It is not simply a 
matter of gaining as much familiarity with the story as possible; it also involves being 
aware of the balance between words and images as they will appear in the final copy. 

Almost immediately upon arrival, irrespective of the subject or event, it is important 
to secure a number of establishing shots. Or, in this context, safety shots as a form of 
insurance against any unexpected occurrence, whether this is in the form of an unusual 
turn of events or some unpredictable technical problem. At the very least, these lay the 
foundation for the assignment and can always be improved or elaborated on later. We 
will recall that this technique was adopted by Russell Sorgi's T snatched my camera 
from the car and took two quick shots'. Then he waited for the moment which, for him, 
made the story. 



Working arrangements 

There are a number of ways in which photographers can come to be working on an 
assignment. They may be on the staff of a media organisation, in which case they may 
be asked (or told) to cover a particular event. On the other hand, they may be operating 
in a freelance capacity, or as photographers who may be taken on for a fixed-term 
contract or be commissioned on a more or less regular basis. If the latter is the case, 
there are some dangers in becoming too dependent upon one organisation as changes 
beyond the photographer's control (in policy or personnel, for example) can result in 
work suddenly drying up. At the same time, working for too many organisations can 
gain the photographer a reputation for never being available — a state of affairs which 
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Figure 44 'Factory fire, Cricklewood, London', 1985 

Photograph by Terence Wright 



can have the equally surprising result of all work ceasing for a month or two with no 
immediately apparent cause or reason. The photographer, whether staff or freelance, 
may be able to propose an idea for a feature, particularly if they are on location and 
another event or story comes to their attention (see Figure 44). 

Another way of operating as a freelancer is to work 'on spec' whereby the 
photographer carries out the research to find events with commercial potential. If it is 
considered worthwhile, the attempt can then be made to sell the photographs to 
journals. In many cases, it depends upon being better informed than the picture desk or 
better located than any of their staff (or regular freelancers). While this mode of 
operation proves more risky in providing a livelihood, the financial returns for a 
successful assignment can be considerably higher than for a commissioned assignment. 
It also places greater emphasis on the photographer's research, marketing skills and 
nose for a story. 

There are some individuals who are able to combine the skill of both photographer 
and writer to provide the photograph, and the text to go with it, as a complete feature. 
At any fast moving event it does become difficult to maintain attention for both 
methods of delivering information: there is the added complexity of, in effect, trying to 
do two jobs at once. In the long run, either the writing or the photography may appear 
to suffer. 
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Case study: 

The Guardian assignment 



THE day begins with the photographers and picture desk staff arriving in the 
office and reviewing the previous day's issue of the paper. Potential stories are 
being identified and preliminary enquiries are being made. At 10.30 the first 
conference of the day begins. Attended by the different heads of department and leader 
writers, the round-table discussion lasts for approximately 35 minutes. It begins with a 
summary of the day's edition and those attending go through the paper page by page. 
Editorial decisions are explained and, if necessary, defended, problems are discussed 
and the general critique session follows. 

This is drawn to a conclusion which provides the basis for seeing which stories will 
carry over into the listing of the day's current issues and a consideration of their news 
potential. For example, possible stories for Wednesday, 5 March 1997 included: 
government changes in SERFS (which could be simplified into a Q and A chart), 
asbestos compensation claims, the German nuclear train protest and an item on the 
Cairngorm railway (which someone had picked up on from Radio Four's Today 
programme). When it comes to the picture editor's contribution, Eamon McCabe 
identifies which stories offer the greatest scope for pictures. 

Another aim of the conference is to identify any areas of overlap between 
departments. For example, G2, the Guardian's feature section, may be covering the 
same item as the broadsheet so to avoid duplication of effort it is important for all 
concerned to be aware of this. 

Returning to the picture desk, photographs appear on-screen sent by different 
agencies: Associated Press and Reuters and Fast News 1 who use digital cameras, and 
from a variety of freelance photographers. 2 The photographs are thumb-nail images, all 
captioned with descriptive detail. They are selected and placed into desktop files of 
images that may be suitable for the day's news (see Figure 45). 

At any point, to aid the decision-making process the images can be enlarged on- 
screen and/or printed as hard copy. For example, in the case of the German nuclear 
train, two potential images are identified and evaluated for their image quality, that is, 
the amount of detail they contain, the directions of light, their effectiveness if 
reproduced in monochrome and so on. 

At 12.30, the second conference takes place (see Figure 46). By this point a news 
list has been prepared and (in comparison with the 10.30 meeting) the day's stories are 
now consolidated. It is part of picture editor Eamon McCabe' s contribution to identify 
which stories are picture-led. For example, the German nuclear train protest has an on- 
going picture potential, Milan fashion pictures could provide strong but relatively 
straightforward visuals, while the SERFS story is considered to be relatively barren in 
terms of its visual potential. 

Two press releases are taken up: the hanging of paintings by Monet at the National 
Gallery and the Egyptian opera company at the British Museum. It is decided that both 
have strong visual potential, particularly the opera members who would be in costume 
in the Egyptian Galleries of the British Museum. Photographer David Sillitoe is 
dispatched to cover the stories. 

At the hanging of the Monet show, the main problem is to draw out an interesting 
image from what could come across as a fairly ordinary scene. It would have been 
possible to have simply reproduced one of the paintings and not sent a photographer at 
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Image rights not available 



Figure 45 The picture desk, with thumb-nail images on-screen 

Photograph by Terence Wright 



Image rights not available 



Figure 46 12.30 conference at The Guardian 

Photograph by Terence Wright 
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Figure 47 Photo-call at the National Gallery 



Photograph by Terence Wright 



*■ 




Figure 48 'The Monet Exhibition at the National Gallery', 1997 

Photograph by David Sillitoe 
Courtesy of David Sillitoe and The Guardian 
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Image rights not available 



Figure 50 The photograph as it appeared in The Guardian, 6 March 1997 

Courtesy of David Sillitoe and The Guardian 



all. But despite the reputation of the artist it is unlikely that his more retinal and 
ephemeral images would reproduce well enough (particularly in black and white) or 
have the impact required for the newspaper context. 

After taking a number of shots of different paintings and a variety of activities, a 
picture is set up, quickly improvised from the people and objects that happen to be 
there at the time. One of the gallery technicians is asked by Dave to climb a ladder and 
go though the unlikely procedure of dusting the frame of one of the newly hung 
paintings (see Figure 47). It is one of the images taken of this situation that is finally 
selected from the shoot. 

Although constructed from available elements, the image conveys an impression of 
last-minute attention to detail, preparation and readiness for public show. The subject is 
eye-catching and has strong formal qualities and, although the painting is not one of 
Monet's most well known, a more familiar image featured in the corner of the 
photograph provides easy recognition and an element of compositional balance for the 
photograph (see Figure 48). The image was shot on colour negative and the film had 
been up-rated to 800 ASA to compensate for the subdued lighting in the gallery. The 
image had been selected from the contact sheets (see Figure 49) and had been printed 
full-frame. This is particularly appreciated by photographers, most of whom like the 
paper to respect their compositional selection. The image was reproduced on page 9, 
seemingly out of context: apart from a short caption the image was left to speak for 
itself (see Figure 50). 



The assignment 

Without being too categorical, there are different demands placed upon the news 
photographer and the features photographer. In the case of the former, there can often 
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be greater emphasis on getting to the location on time than on the act of taking 
photographs. Of course, the popular image of the photo-journalist is that of someone 
who just happens to be in the right place at the right time. But it is research and 
experience that enable the photographer to predict where the right place is most likely 
to be, and when the right time is to be there. Nonetheless, news photography can be 
risky and the profession has a long casualty list. And it is always worth remembering 
that no photograph is worth losing one's life for. Below, two situations are contrasted: 
a news assignment and a features assignment, with the example of a portrait shoot. 



News photography 



FOR a photo-call I had in Central London, a 10.00 a.m. appointment at the 
Foreign Office to photograph a new ambassador about to be posted abroad, it 
was necessary to set out for the assignment immediately upon receiving the 
phone call from the agency. This meant that everything had to be ready — photographic 
equipment, A to Z, petrol in car, etc. Then the breakdown of time ran as follows: 

45 minutes driving to Whitehall 

15 minutes to find a parking space 

10 minutes waiting around 

10 minutes shooting 

30 minutes to deliver the film to BBC Television Centre 

25 minutes to return to base in West Hampstead. 

In this case, the skills of time management, catching up on the latest relevant news, map 
reading and route planning, driving swiftly yet safely, accurate reporting to the office 
from the scene of the event, etc. were in greater demand than pure photographic skills. 
The actual taking of photographs involved a short time allowance in a given location. 
(Sometimes the subject would have been pulled out of a meeting into the only available 
room, in which case the photographer would have to make do.) Engagement with the 
subject was hurried, polite and extremely short — just enough time to take a roll of film 
and exchange a few pleasantries. In this instance, the purpose of a photographer being at 
the photo-call was to capture an image that would convey a recognisable likeness suitable 
for a broad range of applications. At the same time, I had to be prepared for the 
eventuality of the next assignment, which often involves carrying in the car a step-ladder, 
Wellington boots, passport, pen and paper, parking meter money, etc. 

The news picture usually needs to have an impact and the ability to portray the 
character of a particular event or personality. In the news context, it is not unusual for 
the photographer to be sent out on an assignment in the company of a reporter. As the 
action unfolds, the two will work in close collaboration. For example, when covering a 
court case the reporter will be inside the court, taking notes of the proceedings, while 
the photographer (unable to take cameras into the precincts of the court) will be 
waiting outside. When the trial is over the reporter will brief the photographer as to the 
significant people to photograph and will, if necessary, identify them so they can be 
photographed upon leaving the building. 
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However, in many cases the photograph is predictable, in that the photo-opportunity 
has been preplanned or created by a public relations agency or department. The image 
may have been already thought out and a PR representative will usually be on hand to 
ensure that the subject(s) appear in the best possible light for the story they are 
promoting. 



Feature photography 



IN contrast, the feature assignment 'A day in the life of a woman bus driver' was 
planned a week in advance, allowing time for background research regarding the 
subject and discussion on the angle to be taken with the journalist. The idea for a 
story may be proposed by the photographer, a journalist or an editor. Who proposes the 
story determines the point in the proceedings where the photographer becomes 
involved and therefore the amount of influence he or she may be able to exert over the 
final outcome. In this case, a journalist had seen a woman driving a London double- 
decker bus and recognised the potential for a story. As the photographer, it was 
important that I was aware of the style of the journal, Company magazine. Nadia 
Marks, the picture editor, considered it important that the readership should be able to 
identify with the subject and that the bus driver should conform to Company's image: 
she should look young and attractive. As it was an assignment for a publication that 
was new to me, I found it particularly beneficial to consult some back issues to see the 
journal's treatment of the image and the type of image the picture editor might be 
looking for: the journal's house-style. This is important for the freelance photographer, 
as one would expect that the staff photographer would already be producing images 
that were considered acceptable by the journal. The freelancer may need to be able to 
adapt his or her technique to cope with the variety of expectations posed by the range 
of journals to which he or she contributes. 

One good example of a distinctive house-style is that of Campaign magazine. Its 
style of photography is derived from the art-school documentary style of the 1970s: 
stark, black and white portraits, set against a strongly composed background, usually 
with the subject displaying a forceful eye contact with the camera and an earnest 
expression (see Figure 51). However, it should be added that it is not the best advice 
simply to emulate the existing house-style. If you want to gain a reputation as a 
photographer of note, it is sometimes possible to supply the journal with images you 
know they will be pleased with as well as evidencing your own individual photographic 
interpretation, in the eventual hope of being able to convince the editor of the value of 
your own particular approach and style. So the photograph to some extent could be 
planned in advance, possibly choosing the location to photograph the subject, and a 
relatively relaxed journey could be taken there. Photography would take about an hour 
and a half, during which time one would to some extent negotiate the photograph. The 
photographer's skills of negotiation depend upon being able to reach agreement with 
the subject to gain their full co-operation. It is important to be subtly persuasive, to 
give a clear idea of what is required for the photograph, and to be direct, to ensure the 
subject is posed appropriately before the camera without taking advantage of them. As 
for directing the subject of the portrait or altering or rearranging objects in the field of 
view, the photographer should question the extent to which this may alter the accuracy 
of the photographic report. 
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Figure 51 'David Hay', 1980 



Photograph by Terence Wright 



The photography itself takes place whilst conversing with the subject, taking time to 
ensure they are feeling relaxed and comfortable before the camera. The process of 
conversation can often fuel more ideas for photographs. The films are then taken to a 
regular photographic laboratory, where the photographer is able to oversee processing 
and printing. The normal delivery time for the contact prints to arrive at the journal is 
one or two days. Then the shoot is discussed with the picture editor and/or journalist to 
consider the selection of image(s), and possibly the layout of the photographs, at the 
picture desk. The photographer's role in this part of the process is useful but not 
necessarily essential, but it often has the added bonus of picking up more work while in 
the office: another aspect of being in the right place at the right time. 

In contrast to the news photograph, the feature photograph is usually expected to be 
of a subject that is held to be of more lasting significance. Its documentary role 
consists in a shift of emphasis from the purpose of conveying information to that of 
creating atmosphere and/or opinion. Most likely the event will be timely, but not 
subject to the same degree of urgency as up-to-the-minute news. However, it is 
important for the photographer to be able to select and frame the information that 
makes the significant photograph. This is where research comes in. It is necessary to 
gain a knowledge of the subject and to develop the ability to extract the important 
elements from the point of view of the subject and from the angle that the medium of 
communication (journal or television programme) wishes to take. For some features, 
the magazine will not call upon a general practitioner photo-journalist, for example, for 
architectural shots, food or fashion; instead, a specialist with expertise in this type of 
photography may be commissioned. 

The feature allows the photographer to take a more premeditated approach, with 
more time to obtain more information about the subject and to give greater 
consideration to the aesthetic issues of the photograph. With the feature photograph, 
we move from the relatives low control of the news photograph to more of a situation 
of high control. Either assignment has its advantages, though each may be suited to 
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Figure 52 'New Year's Eve, Trafalgar Square, London', 1979-80 

Photograph by Terence Wright 



photographers with different personalities. The feature photograph may allow the 
photographer to have more artistic (formalist) influence on, or subjective 
(expressionist) interpretation of, the image — for example, to compose the subject to 
create meaning through mood and atmosphere. On the other hand, the news image may 
have the excitement and drama entailed in having to respond quickly to an unexpected 
turn of events to get the significant information into the frame. For example, the 
photographer on assignment to photograph New Year's Eve in Trafalgar Square could 
be on the lookout for a news event, a particular 'incident', or, in the case of a feature, 
might look away from the central action to the periphery to produce a picture taken 
'back-stage' which summarises more the photographer's personal choice of subject and 
view of events. (See Figure 52.) 

In most instances it is advisable to take photographs in both landscape (horizontal) 
and portrait (vertical) formats. This gives the picture editor and/or designer plenty of 
material to work from and more room to manoeuvre when adapting the image to fit the 
page layout. In more specialised areas of photo-journalism, for example photography 
for television broadcasts, it is very unusual to be required to provide a photograph in 
the portrait format: it is important that the format of the image corresponds as closely 
as possible to the format of the television screen. This would seem to be easy to 
remember but is frustrating with some subjects. Once, having gone to photograph the 
tallest flag-pole in Britain, I found that in adopting the horizontal format the viewpoint 
had to be so distant that there was a danger that the pole became lost amongst other 
information in the photograph. The photographer needs to adopt an exploratory role to 
obtain a photograph that will provide any recognisable image at all. 

The television photographer also has to be prepared for the television cut-off which 
alters the aspect ratio of the frame, reducing the size of the picture. In effect, it crops a 
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margin from around the edge of the picture. So as a rough guide in shooting for 
television to allow for the cut-off, the photographer needs to use a 35mm lens where a 
50mm would normally do, and a 28mm or 24mm where a 35mm would be expected. 
However, in the case of photographs required for television picture publicity, these 
restrictions are unlikely to apply. 

One can also encounter difficulties in moving from one media organisation to 
another (particularly in the above example of television to print). The photographer has 
to switch from one set of shooting practices to another, which may not be quite so easy 
after spending a month or two following a particular mode of operation or on moving 
from colour to black and white or vice versa. 



Case study: 

The Libyan People's Bureau siege 



ON 17 April 1984 during a peaceful protest outside The Libyan People's Bureau 
in St James's Square, a gunman opened fire on the crowd killing WPC Yvonne 
Fletcher. The police cordoned off the area and a siege developed which lasted 
for several days. Having received a call from the BBC Stills Library, I arrived at the 
scene within 30 minutes of the shooting and took establishing shots (see Figure 53) of 
the scene of confusion as the police checked and searched the surrounding streets. 
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Figure 53 Police with guns at the beginning of the siege at the Libyan People's Bureau, 
St James's Square, London, 17 April 1984 

Photograph by Terence Wright 
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Figure 54 The press set-up at the siege 



Photograph by Terence Wright 
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Figure 55 The end of the siege 



Photograph by Terence Wright 
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Figure 56 The siege photograph which was used on BBC television news 

Photograph by Terence Wright 



Later, having managed to secure a position on the top of a building in Carlton House 
Terrace, I hired a 1200mm lens that gave me a view of the front door of the building 
(see Figure 54). On the last day of the siege I was able to take clear shots of the 
embassy staff leaving the building (see Figure 55). 

Despite the effort involved, the images that were most used for TV broadcasting 
were those taken in the first few minutes after my arrival at the scene (see Figure 56). 
Notwithstanding the patience and lens power used to achieve the final photographs, 
they lacked the impact of the earlier, less considered images. 



6 



Photography as a 
cultural critique 



From 'unconcerned' photographs to concerned 
photographers 

ONE of Man Ray's experiments with photography involved taking what he 
termed 'unconcerned' photographs. He would use the camera to take pictures 
by chance, with little or no regard for subject or composition. By introducing this 
random element into his photography he allowed the camera to document whatever happened to 
be in front of the lens at the moment he happened to press the shutter. At another extreme of 
photographic practice, we can find photographers who have consciously used the camera not to 
reflect the world, but have made a conscious effort to produce images that will change it. 

According to the British Journal of Photography (February 1 992: 1 6), Tom Stoddard' s picture 
of an 'emaciated, Belsen-like Romanian orphan' led to £40,000 worth of donations to relief 
charities within 24 hours of publication. Later, this figure was to rise to £70,000. 

In Chapter 4 we considered Frith's mid-nineteenth-century standpoint where he had proposed 
that the truth of photography would, through its own intrinsic properties, have the power to 
change or influence people's moral standpoints and tastes. However, some photographers have 
made it their business to pursue the conscious use of photography with the aim of changing 
views and opinions — sometimes with the ultimate intention of changing the world in which we 
live. This is one step removed from Frith' s notion of the replication of perfection, in that we are 
not necessarily looking for inherent characteristics of the medium as such which operate as 
agents of change. For example, in 1 924, Moholy-Nagy had pointed out how the general cultural 
climate, combined with photographic representation, offered new viewpoints and consequently 
new ways of visualising and documenting the world: 1 

In the age of balloons and airplanes, architecture can be viewed not only in front 
and from the sides, but also from above. So the bird's-eye view, and its 
opposites, the worm's- and the fish's-eye views become a daily experience. 

(Moholy-Nagy, 1924) 

Similar notions were expressed in the work of Alexander Rodchenko, who believed he 
could find a new aesthetic through his photography that was appropriate to the new 
social order of post-revolutionary Russia (see p. 59 of this volume). This Formalist 
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version of Frith' s approach relied on the photographer's ability to use the medium to 
show people what they would not normally be able to see — bringing issues to their 
attention through challenging their conventional perspectives of life. But we can move 
to consideration of another strategy: where the photographer is able to place him or 
herself in a privileged position and/or location to bring social or political issues to the 
attention of the viewer. The work of photographers Jacob Riis and Lewis Hine are 
particularly good examples in this context. Riis and Hine are considered to be the 
pioneers of social documentary photography. More recently, with the greater 
proliferation of photography, this approach has been developed by marginalised 
cultural groups (the Australian Aboriginal After 200 Years project, discussed earlier) or 
social groups (the disabled, David Hevey (1992), for example). They have used the 
medium either to promote their own causes, or to challenge existing concepts and 
stereotypes in visual imagery. This said, there was the more unusual case of 
Amerindian photographer Martin Chambi who, in the 1930s, used his camera to 
explore his Inca heritage, to reestablish the lost history of his race as part of the 
Peruvian Indigenista movement. Chambi's photographs display a sympathy and 
understanding of those he has portrayed and do not objectify the subject. 

Looking back in history, to 1868, we find the photographer Thomas Annan working 
in Glasgow compiling a documentary record of the slum districts. He published an 
album entitled Old Closes and Streets of Glasgow and, although such images were not 
necessarily operating in a self-conscious role of social criticism, the photographs did 
have the virtue of revealing the camera's potential to bring to a wider public evidence 
of social conditions and injustices. Similarly, John Thomson's series was published in 
monthly instalments in 1877: Street Life in London. He went to working-class areas 
with the writer Adolphe Smith, photographed the population and made a sympathetic 
record of the 'dangerous classes'. It is interesting to note that the cultural theories of 
social evolution, that were in vogue at the time of the Thomson and Smith project, 
viewed 'lower-class women' and criminals as sharing similar characteristics to 
'savages' or 'primitive' man. This is perhaps most evident in the writings of Herbert 
Spencer (1870:11, 537-8). However, in the tradition of social documentation, Thomson 
and Smith were following a procedure initiated by Mayhew who, in 1851, had 
investigated London Labour and the London Poor. Mayhew was accompanied by 
daguerreotypist Richard Beard; however, the then technical limitations on photographic 
reproduction meant that the daguerreotypes had to be transcribed as woodcuts, and the 
originals no longer survive. Otherwise Mayhew and Beard might well have attained 
greater significance in the history of photography. They could have been seen as 
establishing the traditional approach of social documentary from the nineteenth 
century, through Agee and Evans of the 1930s, to contemporary collaborations between 
writers and photographers, Weisman and Dusard (1986), for example. But in Mayhew 
and Beard's case, as we shall see when we come to discuss the digital image, an image 
manipulated by an artist, even though it may have been derived from a lens projection, 
does not seem to maintain the same degree of power of observation and authenticity as 
the unmediated photograph. We can summarise Thomson's use of the camera as being 
'observational'. As far as the accompanying text reveals, he took a sympathetic 
standpoint. 

However, there is a long tradition of photographer/writer partnerships. Classic 
examples of photographer and writer include (respectively) Thomson and Smith and 
Evans and Agee. In fact, the American photographer Walker Evans recognises the sharp 
distinction between the roles of the writer and the photographer which has a bearing on 
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our reference to those who take on the combined tasks of reporter and photographer (p. 
122, this volume): 'I now perceive... that there are different methods and approaches in 
these two projects, the writing and the photographic project' (quoted in Newhall, 
1981:318). 

In the 1930s, Walker Evans had been employed on the Farm Security Administration 
Project and began to work with journalist James Agee on an assignment for Fortune 
magazine (see Fleischhauer and Brannan, 1988). Although the magazine finally 
rejected the story resulting from the collaboration between photographer and writer, 
who had lived with the share-cropper families for two months during the summer of 
1936, their work was later published in book form, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men 
(1941). According to Evans, it was the co-operation of the two men, their ability to 
gain the confidence of their subjects and their recognition of their individual skills that 
enabled them to achieve the assignment: 

It was largely due to Agee's tact and psychological gift that he made them understand 
and feel all right about what we were doing. . . They were made to feel by both of us, I 
think, that they were participating in an interesting operation. 

(quoted in Newhall, 1981:318) 

As mentioned in earlier chapters, it is important for the photographer to develop the 
ability to make the subject feel relaxed and to gain their co-operation as a joint 
participant in the picture-making process. In contrast, we can find the opposite extreme 
in the use of photography as propaganda. Dr Barnardo recruited the camera for his own 
social crusade. Barnardo photographed children in the 1870s to show their condition 
and appearance in order to aid his fund-raising enterprises for his children's homes. He 
used the diachronic technique of before and after pictures for this cause. These are held 
in the Barnardo photographic archive established in 1874 at Ilford in Essex. Not only 
was Barnardo accused of falsifying the information by making the children look worse 
than in actuality (which in itself opens up some moral and selection/editing issues) but 
he was taken to court and found guilty of 'artistic fiction'. This brought an abrupt end 
to this particular method, although he continued to fill the archive with some 50,000 
more straightforward photographic portraits. 

In contrast, on the other side of the Atlantic, in the United States Jacob Riis was photographing 
urban poverty from his point of view as a newspaper reporter in 1889. He benefited from the 
new technologies of dry plates and employed the early developments in the use of magnesium 
flash to make hitherto unrecorded scenes of interiors for his book How the Other Half Lives 
( 1 890) and his Children of the Poor ( 1 898). It was Riis' s central aim in his role as an investigative 
journalist to publicise the living conditions of his subjects. For the publication of How the Other 
Half Lives, Riis worked closely with (President-to-be) Theodore Roosevelt to implement some 
actual social change. 

The photographs brought about the closure of the lodging rooms (for example, as 
featured in Riis's photograph 'Five Cents a Spot') and later the slums of Mulberry 
Street which he had also documented. It is nonetheless rare for the camera to achieve 
this scale of social reform where the direct result of the camera's role between cause 
and effect concerning a single issue can be demonstrated, although in the broader 
media context we might look to the TV production 'Cathy Come Home', with regard to 
the UK housing crisis, and to the role of photography in the overall media coverage's 
contribution towards bringing about the cessation of the Vietnam War. However, Riis 
had established a style of photographic practice which set the scene for sociologist 
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Lewis Hine to create his own brand of social documentation with his photographs of 
the arrival of the immigrants on Ellis Island, New York, in 1904. 

Lewis Hine (1874-1940) chose to use his camera to promote the need for changes in 
society. He concentrated on child labour and his documentary photographs provided evidence 
for the Progressive and Reform movements in the USA. They were able to generate public 
concern and consequently appropriate changes in legislation. Hine's attitude to photography 
was not dissimilar to the didactic approach taken by Britain's Benjamin Stone (of an earlier 
generation): taking photographs as a form of evidence-gathering was a relatively uncomplicated 
realist approach but had the overall aim of educating the public. In this regard, both 
photographers probably intended to gather evidence of current conditions that would accrue 
additional value in its contribution to history in the future. As Alan Trachtenberg (1980: 111) 
has put it: 'to be "straight" for Hine meant more than purity of photographic means; it meant 
also a responsibility to the truth of his vision' . While Hine believed that realism was an 
inherent characteristic of the photograph 'not found in other forms of illustration', he also 
held the view that while the medium may be 'truthful', the hand releasing the shutter can 
often be deceitful: 'While photographs may not lie, liars may photograph' (Hine's 'Social 
Photography' in Trachtenberg, 1980:111). 

In 1926 Hine returned to Ellis Island to continue photographing the new US immigrants 
and, in 1 93 1 , worked for the American Red Cross to photograph rural communities in Arkansas 
and Kentucky who were suffering from the drought. This helped to establish what we might 
term the humanitarian approach to social documentary photography. Hine referred to his style 
as 'Social Photography', which should be subject to a social conscience. It was not intended to 
be overtly critical: 'I wanted to show the things that had to be corrected. I wanted to show the 
things that had to be appreciated' . 

In 1930, in Berlin, the Workers International Relief established 'Workers' Camera Leagues' 
which spread through Europe and across to the USA. They aimed to supply photographs to the 
left-wing press. 



The revolutionary approach to photography 

IN 1930s Europe the revolutionary approach to photography was characterised by Max Dortu's 
poem (1930) 'Come Before the Camera' (reproduced in D.Mellor, 1978:45), which extols 
the use of the camera for its ability not only to photograph all strata of society, but also to 
unite all people in service of revolutionary victory. From another perspective, Edwin Hoernle 
describes 'the working man's eye': the idea that the workers' world was invisible to the 
bourgeoisie. In his view, photographers must 'tear down' those representations that are set 
against the background of bourgeois culture. 

We must take photographs wherever proletarian life is at its hardest and the bourgeoisie 
at its most corrupt; and we shall increase the fighting power of our class in so far as our 
pictures show class consciousness, mass consciousness, discipline, solidarity, a spirit of 
aggression and revenge. Photography is a weapon; so is technology; so is art! 

(Hoernle, 1930:49) 

It is clear here that Hoernle is not seeking for a well-rounded, balanced approach to the 
subject through employing the impartial camera. Rather, he sees an existing imbalance arising 
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from a dominant culture which traditionally has maintained its control over the representations 
supplied to the masses. And, in his regard, the photographer's documentary role is one of 
confrontation: to show and actively to promote the alternative point of view, to the exclusion 
of all else. He goes on to propose that the 'worker photographers' are the 'eye' of the working 
class, but they also have the duty to teach the workers 'how to see': the role of photography in 
the service of revolutionary activity is both to promote a particular viewpoint and to educate. 
It was in the same era that Walter Benjamin in his Short History of Photography was discussing 
the work of Atget and the achievements of Surrealist photography which creates an estrangement 
between human perception and our surroundings: 'It gives free play to the politically educated 
eye, under whose gaze all intimacies are sacrificed to the illumination of detail' (Mellor, 
1978:69). This too suggests that photography can provide a new way of seeing. 

In the USA, the Workers' Film and Photo League started to produce propaganda 
movies. Hine joined this group in 1940 and it was the League that looked after and 
protected the interests of Hine's work after his death. This branch of documentary 
practice, the social documentary, is not content simply to provide objective 
documentation; it also aims to use photography to influence opinions so as to change 
social conditions. Although news photography offers a type of documentation, its 
overall role is more concerned with recording events rather than with on-going states or 
conditions. The notion of the 'concerned photographer' continues the humanitarian 
tradition. Cornell Capa organised two exhibitions entitled 'The Concerned 
Photographer': the first opened in 1967. Capa had consciously returned to the work of 
Hine with the aim of setting up the International Fund for Concerned Photography. The 
idea of this was that photographers could express and put forward a strong point of 
view from a variety of international perspectives. 'The Concerned Photographer 2' was 
held in 1973 and it perpetuated the humanitarian perspective. So, humanistic 
photography adopts a socially different role from that of revolutionary photography by 
adopting different means in its powers of persuasion. 



The advent of colour 



ONE of the expected characteristics of documentary photography is the stark, 
grainy, black and white image. Some photographers have maintained that the 
monochromatic image enhances the viewer's imagination. The colours that are 
not present in the photograph can be somehow mentally filled in through the process of 
perception. In the mid-1970s photographers began to explore the artistic possibilities of 
the medium of colour photography in the documentary context. Until this time, serious 
photography had been associated with black and white, Ernst Haas being a notable 
exception. Photographing for Life magazine, he was one of the first photographers to 
explore the medium of colour photography, often to dramatic effect. 

Apart from Haas's approach of formal experimentation, colour photography seemed 
to be regarded as being too real, leaving little room for artistic expression or 
imagination. Colour images were felt to be in a somewhat contradictory position — they 
did not embody the harsh actuality demanded by such documentary modes as the news 
photograph, established by photographers like Weegee (see p. 85). Moreover, the 
colour photograph seemed also to embody other contradictions in its usage. From the 
1960s, colour photography had been associated with the amateur market and the 
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snapshot was seen as either a brash and cheap photography for the masses or, on the 
serious side, was reserved for the glossy commercial image, offering glossy images for 
glossy subject-matter (still-lifes, portraits, advertisements and plush architectural 
interiors). In addition to this, until recently colour images have had a reputation for 
instability and impermanence — colour photographs had a reputation for fading. Today, 
the new advances in photo-chemistry have gone a long way towards remedying the 
situation (see Meecham, p. 145 of this volume). 2 

However, colour photography has been in existence for a much longer period than 
most people realise. Colour images by Ducos du Houron were produced in 1877 and 
the Lumiere Brothers had introduced the autochrome process in 1907. In the mid- 
twentieth century, one of the few vehicles for the colour photograph was the National 
Geographic Magazine. Following this, in the 1960s there was an increased demand for 
colour photographs for such magazines as Life, Paris-Match and Stern. In the United 
Kingdom, the Sunday papers' colour supplements began to emerge, bringing about a 
new market for colour photography, closely followed by the use of colour in the 
mainstream tabloids and broadsheets. From today's viewpoint it may seem surprising 
that, only some twenty-five years ago, photographer David Duncan considered that 
colour was completely unsuitable for documenting war. 

In the photography of war I can in a way dominate you through control of black 
and white. I can take the mood down to something so terrible that you don't 
realise the work isn't in color. It is color in your heart, but not in your eye. 

(Schuneman, 1972:88) 

Oddly reminiscent of Roger Fenton's approach to photographing the Crimean War in 
the 1850s, Duncan remarked 'I've never made a combat picture in color — ever. And I 
never will. It violates too many of the human decencies and the great privacy of the 
battlefield.' (Duncan also gained a certain notoriety for his claim that the Vietnam 
photographs of the My Lai massacre were a hoax — see Goldberg, 1991:230.) 



The 'New Color' 

In the USA of the 1970s some younger photographers began to take a fresh look at colour. 
Photographers like Stephen Shore (see Figure 57) started using colour as a mode of expression. 
He managed to escape the stigma of colour's amateurish or lavish reputation and, by using large 
format cameras (5x4 or 10x8), he evaded the association of colour with the snapshot. Having 
chosen minimal, austere subject-matter and diminished the significance of the subject to 
emphasise the quality of the photograph, the viewer's interest is directed towards the colour of 
the image. In contrast, Joel Meyerowitz followed more in the tradition of Cartier-Bresson and in 
the style of Gary Winogrand, but using colour. Other US photographers began to use a fill-in 
flash in conjunction with larger format colour photography. This served the purpose of 
accentuating the colour present in the scene, sometimes enabling it to emerge from the dark or 
drab streets. In the United Kingdom photographers such as Paul Graham and Martin Parr began 
to use colour, influenced by the United States New Color, as it came to be called. In his introduction 
to Graham's A 1: the Great North Road, Rupert Martin writes: 

The bright, artificial colour of signs and buildings contradict but do not usurp the 
natural colour of the flat landscape which borders onto the road. Telegraph poles 
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Figure 57 'Broad Street, Regina, Saskatchewan', 1974 

Photograph by Stephen Shore 
Courtesy of Stephen Shore 



traverse a poppy field, a car dump focuses the eye as the fields stretch away. The 
interiors of cafes and hotels along the road with their vivid colours and old- 
fashioned decor become an expression of personality, humanising the road and 
alleviating its monotony. 

(Martin, in Graham, 1983) 



Case study: 

independent photography — 'Outsiders Photography' 

FOR those photographers whose lifestyle is more akin to that of the professional 
artist rather than that of the commercial photographer, there are particular 
difficulties in working with colour photography. Not the least of these is the 
expense. The photographer can use either a professional laboratory that makes 
available the time, sympathy and the dialogue to ensure the appropriate hand-printing, 
or they will need to set up the darkroom equipment that affords them their own control 
of the colour developing and printing processes. 

Charlie Meecham and Kate Mellor are independent photographers based in West 
Yorkshire (see Figure 58). Their photographic practice involves pursuing their own 
photographic projects and interests, which in many respects evolved from their working 
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Figure 58 'Charlie Meecham and Kate Mellor, Nanholm Studio, Yorkshire', 1997 

Photograph by Terence Wright 



practices established when they were students at Manchester Polytechnic (now 
Manchester Metropolitan University). They work in a similar framework to that of the 
painter or sculptor in that their work reaches its audience through exhibitions, 
publications, sales of prints to individuals (as well as commercial organisations) and 
commissioned projects. In addition they are studio-based and, unlike most 
photographers working in the mainstream commercial sector, they have developed the 
craft skills to see the entire process through from the conception of an idea to the 
production of the final exhibition print. 

Kate Mellor' s work (see Figure 59) is currently based upon the relationship between 
our environment and the beliefs we have about it. Her work aims to contrast the idea of 
landscape with the economic and physical realities, such as boundaries and ownership. 
One of her recent projects, 'Island: the Sea Front' (1997), involved a discussion of a 
traditional concern of photography: objectivity and the gathering of evidence, and 
cartography's mathematical structuring of the terrain. Her latest project, 'River', takes 
a more formalist approach where she has used a panoramic camera to explore analogies 
between the qualities of water (e.g. transparency and fluidity) with the optical 
characteristics of the camera (e.g. the sampling of light, camera movement and 
duration of exposure). Working in this way has enabled her to make full use of the 
characteristics of the photographic medium to examine water's central role as a life- 
supporting element. 

Charlie Meecham' s work (see Figure 60) demonstrates a different engagement with 
the environment. His initial interest in producing romantic images has evolved into 
exploring the impact of social and technological change on the landscape. His current 
preoccupation is with the changing design of the landscape that results from the 
massive investment in road-building and redevelopment projects that have taken place 
in the late twentieth century (Meecham, 1987). Throughout history, trade routes have 
shaped the landscape and acted as conduits for cultural influence and exchange, though 
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Figure 59 From Kate Mellor's series 'Blue Shift', 1997 



Photograph by Kate Mellor 
Courtesy of Kate Mellor 
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Figure 60 From Charlie Meecham's 'Euroroute E20 Project', 1997 

Photograph by Charlie Meecham 
Courtesy of Charlie Meecham 



now our perception of the environment is mediated by frames (such as the television 
screen and the car windscreen). Charlie uses the camera to document the proliferation 
of road signs and other street furniture, as well as to reveal the emergence of new 
environmental spaces (e.g. the undersides of flyovers). 

An essential problem for the independent photographer is that of maintaining 
financial solvency. Traditionally, this sector was mostly supported by part-time 
lecturing (this type of employment is now becoming increasingly difficult to find), by 
spending some time taking on commercial photographic work (lab work, for instance), 
gaining support from grant-giving bodies (for instance Regional Arts Boards) or 
through non-photographic employment (examples include working in a bar or driving a 
van). When Charlie and Kate first left college in the 1970s, there was a growth of 
interest in promoting independent photography and public funds were widely 
available. 3 Over the last twenty-five years or more there has been an increasing 
dependence on commercial sponsorship in the form of matched funding. While this can 
be relatively generous, covering most of the project costs and increasing the likelihood 
of the exhibition and publication of the work, it can mean that it is the funders who 
become the arbiters of photographic taste. These points aside, Meecham and Mellor 
have evolved a unique solution to this problem by establishing their own photographic 
printing business, 'Outsiders Photography'. They specialise in exhibition-quality 
colour hand-printing, a service they provide for other independent photographers (such 
as Fay Godwin) or for artists who find that photography forms an integral component 
in the production and exhibition of more ephemeral art activities (for example, Andy 
Goldsworthy's sculptures made from natural materials such as ice). 
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On the one hand, the advantages for their own photographic practice are that 
working in this way has enabled them to develop their printing skills to an 
exceptionally high standard. They have had the opportunity to obtain a unique insight 
into the practices and requirements of the art photography market — additional 
perspectives to the same market in which their own photographs feature. On the other 
hand, they have found that the specialised printing equipment for both colour negative 
and reversal processes requires a high capital outlay. And the setting up of a small 
business requires a considerable amount of time and energy that can detract from the 
pursuit of one's personal photographic ambitions. There is also the risk of gaining a 
higher reputation, in the art photography world, as a competent practitioner of a craft 
skill rather than as a creative artist in one's own right. As Meecham puts it, 'You need 
lots of patience.' 

They have also found that their modus operandi demands the additional skill of 
achieving the correct balance between one's own work and that of others — in terms 
of time, income and commitment. At the same time, they are continuing to develop 
their practical and conceptual skills in the new technologies. For example, Kate has 
used the internet as an additional exhibition site. While they find that the new 
technologies are redefining practice, they find it difficult to change radically and are 
sceptical about involving themselves in major reinvestment in technology which 
would need to be accompanied by the appropriate re-skilling. Initially, they had 
feared that analog photography would not survive the impact of digital imagery, but 
as yet there is no sign of diminished demand. In fact, according to Charlie, 'The new 
technologies expose the strengths and weaknesses of the old. Somehow, analog 
photographs are beginning to look more honest, they do seem to demand a more 
sophisticated reading.' Also, traditional methods and early silver processes are being 
revived along with a wide range of workshops which are run both here and abroad. 
Photography as such appears to be separating itself from the digitised image as being 
a very different medium, and it is interesting to note that there have never been so 
many high-quality colour films and papers on the market, all with much improved 
performance, permanence and stability. 

The life of an independent photographer can be financially precarious and 
potentially isolated, and many practitioners find it beneficial to belong to general 
independent photography groups. For example, the group Oxford Photography arranges 
lectures, seminars, portfolio discussions, exhibitions and cultural exchanges for 
independent photographers in its locality. Such photographic special-interest groups 
facilitate social interaction and exchange of ideas. 

The aim of this chapter has been to show how attitudes have changed regarding 
photography's ability to document. The central issue of the documentary photograph 
hinges upon the relationship between the camera's ability to record and the selection of 
appropriate information by the photographer. Photographing in colour is not 
monochrome plus colour: it should be treated as a different system of representation. 
Different factors must be taken into account. Obviously, there have been technical 
restrictions in that colour film has been less stable and, until recently, much more 
expensive than monochrome. It also has a shorter shelf-life than black and white, as 
well as there being the additional problem that colour reversal has less exposure 
latitude so that taking an accurate light-reading becomes more critical. But colour 
creates different emphases within the picture, whereby new considerations regarding 
the indices and symbols have to be taken into account. It is not simply a matter of 
either mode being easier — each has its own characteristics. 
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The cultural chasm 



THE documentation of other cultures is a particularly important and sensitive 
aspect of documentary photography. In the practice of ethnographic 
photography all the ordinary issues of photographic documentation become 
exaggerated: for example, whether the subjects are being taken advantage of, whether 
the reason for photographing is understood, whether the subject is treated as an object, 
etc. It also provides a valuable example of the ways that photographs can betray the 
standpoint of the photographer. In short, ethnographic images say as much, if not more, 
about the culture of the photographer than about the subject. 

In the nineteenth century the anthropometric approach attempted to use the camera 
as a scientific instrument, in a similar manner to today's use of it in forensic 
photography. Under the assumption that a camera could 'transparently' supply 
information, the image would yield exact mathematical data suitable for scientific 
investigation. Whether the subject was a human being or an object of material culture, 
in general they could be made quantifiable by the agency of the camera. 

The evidence could be laid out on the table for comparison and classification. For 
the positivist approach, the realist view of photography seemed to provide an ideal 
medium for scientific documentation. It would provide an objective vision and collect 
facts which then could be organised and analysed in a systematic fashion. The 
photograph was viewed as a sort of container that could bring the subjects of 
anthropology directly into the academic's study (see Figure 61). 

Photography itself could constitute a means of imposition on another culture. It can 
be regarded as a significant Western phenomenon. An area of controversy arises as to 
whether photographs are naturally perceived. This has involved experiments where 
psychologists have shown photographs to various tribespeople to see if they perceive 
them as representations or as physical objects. Photography in the cultural encounter 
has given rise to a number of myths regarding stolen spirits and images or, according to 
Carpenter (1972:130), the 'terror of self-awareness'. Beloff (1985:180) describes the 
use of photographs as 'ritual relics' throughout all cultures and quotes photographer 
Elliott Erwitt who suggests that in some cases it is photography that brings the event 




Figure 61 Anthropometric image — Malayan male, c. 1868-9 

Photograph by J. Lamprey 
Courtesy of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
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into existence. Whether this is true or not, the photograph is used to authenticate the 
event (such as a wedding for example), or it is a confirmation, saying 'I was here'. 

Often an individual becomes representative of an entire race or culture, is considered to 
be a typical Australian Aborigine or a Trobriand youth, and thus must conform to certain 
racial stereotypes or preconceptions. Similarly, the chosen moments for photography can 
become representative of that culture's activities — 'These are the people who...' Or should 
they be named as individuals? Historically, the approach was rigid, strictly determined and 
was spelled out to the colonial layman travelling abroad with a camera: 'to enable those 
who are not anthropologists themselves to supply the information which is wanted for the 
scientific study of anthropology at home' (BAAS, 1874:iv). 

Other issues of concern were the extent to which the subjects are objectified and the 
terms under which they can be said to be collaborating with the photographer. Do they 
understand the final outcome of the photograph? Or is it the situation of colonialism/ 
tourism that may have forced them into collaboration? As Pinney (1992:76) has pointed 
out, the colonial situation itself has exercised control over the subject. 'Photography 
fitted perfectly into such a framework and can be substituted for the idea of discipline/ 
surveillance in almost all of Foucault's writing' (see also Green 1984). According to 
Foucault, as with the issue of voyeurism, observation is to be considered a one-way 
process. Disciplinary power is exercised 'invisibly': 

In discipline, it is the subjects who have to be seen. Their visibility assumes the 
hold of the power that is experienced over them. It is the fact of being constantly 
seen, of being able always to be seen, that maintains the disciplined individual in 
his subjection. 

(Foucault, 1979:87) 

It should be added that photography was used not only to aid the pursuits of scientific 
rationalism in the context of nineteenth-century anthropology, but it also came to be 
employed for the pseudo-scientific pursuits of propaganda. The 'Study of Hun 
Physiognomy' (Figure 62) has taken on the trappings of the prevailing comparative 
method of the study of 'physical specimens', maintaining that the camera's objectivity 
can, in itself, provide incontroversial proof of racial development (Cowling, 1989). 

There are no set rules as to what makes a good documentary photograph. Whichever 
approach one takes there is the likelihood of infringing the rights of those 
photographed and the compromising of the accuracy of the representation. The very 
fact of being from another race, culture, nationality or class automatically poses a host 
of issues and problems. The best that the photographer can do is to tread carefully with 
an awareness of the broader issues arising from his or her undertaking. 

In societies which are not over familiar with the camera as a technical means 
...the ability to take photographs is often taken to be a special, occult faculty of 
the photographer, which extends to having power over the souls of the 
photographed, via the resulting pictures. 

(Alfred Gell, 1992:51) 

Gell goes on to say that this so-called naive attitude to photography persists in Western 
culture and is evident, for example, when an artist is commissioned to produce a 
portrait of an absent leader as an icon bestowed with occult power 'to exercise a benign 
influence over the collectivity which wishes to eternalise him' (ibid.). 
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(Cultured Kameraden : Study in Hun Physiognomy 




Figure 62 'Kultured Kameraden: a Study of Hun Physiognomy', in War Illustrated, 27 
February 1917, p. 33 

Photographer unknown 
Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum 



The future of photo-journalism? 



SOME photographers hold the view that the golden age of photo-journalism has 
passed. Magazines such as Picture Post or Life have either ceased to exist or no 
longer carry the extensive photo-story. In many respects, the function of the 
highly visual, or spectacular, story has been taken over by television. The photo- 
journalist working for today's newspaper colour supplements would be fortunate if 
three or four pictures were printed as a piece of photo-journalism. Often the picture 
story consists of just one photograph, placing a greater requirement on the 
photographer to arrive at one striking image and using the single decisive moment to 
tell the story, rather than having the photographic narrative consisting of a number of 
possibly more sympathetic images to convey a more subtle idea or interpretation of 
events. This is in contrast to the pre-war peak of Picture Post in the day-in-the-life 
feature 'Unemployed' (vol. 2. no. 3, 21 January 1939) whereby (adopting a Mass 
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Observation style of 'random' selection) 'from a group outside Peckham Labour 
Exchange we picked out one, Alfred Smith, and followed him with the camera. On the 
following pages is the story of his daily routine.' This picture story in total ran to 
nineteen photographs. 

It was not only changes in house-style or editorial approach that led to the demise of 
traditional photo-journalism and the rise of the new documentary era. The new 
documentary, rather than focusing on the world out there and making use of the 
photographer's privileged position that enabled him or her to secure images which 
would not be normally available to the general public, photographers came to make use 
of their immediate environment — the family or their domestic sphere — to show aspects 
of their own everyday life. The other impetus for this change was part of a more 
general social move instigated by the 1970s and 1980s rise of the feminist movement. 
Here one does not need to focus only on issues concerning equal rights, and equality of 
opportunity and access to education, etc. but also on those of sexuality. Issues of, say, 
birth control had been associated with feminism from the early days. But the broader 
contemporary concerns of the woman's right to have control over her body, the 
questioning of the traditional institutions of marriage and the family, the patterns of 
heterosexual behaviour, and the roles and attitudes that have been imposed by the 
dominant society have all influenced photographers, who have used the camera to 
explore such themes and provide the means to question and to redefine roles and 
values. 

So one influence from the changes in the outlet of photography has arisen from the 
photographic institutions themselves, and another from the social and political 
concerns of contemporary society. A central topic has been how people's lives, as they 
are actually lived, conform or deviate from popular or dominant stereotypes of the 
nuclear family. These questions re-emerge in the case of the family snapshot. For 
example, Sally Mann's book, Immediate Family (1992), provides a good example of 
this genre of photography. The images resulting from her work are very different from 
the Picture Post example of the outsider looking at a member of another community 
(exemplifying the power relations between photographer and subject discussed earlier, 
which were also characteristic of the Mass Observation projects of the 1930s). So in 
this kind of documentary we are moving away from a colonial style of photography to 
that of participant observer. 4 

According to the New York Times Magazine (27 September 1992:36) it was debated 
whether Mann had exploited her own children in making the book: 'The photographs 
seem to accelerate the children's maturity, rather than to preserve their innocence'. 

Further questions can arise with this style of work in the light of current concerns 
about child abuse, the invasion of privacy or the betrayal of trust. There is the problem 
of the insider making public the members and activities of their own social group, 
perhaps abusing or exploiting the intimacy of the subject. Naturally, the issue of the 
public and private domains is also encountered in mainstream journalism. In the media 
in general, on the one hand, we have the soap opera where fictional entertainment is 
made of the mundane aspects of everyday life; on the other, the amusing aspects of 
amateur family videos find their way onto prime-time television. 

Most of the issues dealt with in this chapter have arisen from the so-called post- 
modern crisis, which consists of a blurring of traditional boundaries — arguably, the old 
polarisations and dualisms of the Cartesian influence on traditional Western culture. 
There is no longer any safe territory or a secure strategy that can be adopted in making 
a photographic documentation, and this uncertain state has been exacerbated by the 
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advent of digital imaging, where we can no longer be sure that the image we see 
documents anything at all. At best, photographers need to be aware of the issues 
determining his or her approach to the subject as well as the ethical implications and 
the representational considerations. They can then at least make an informed choice 
with regard to their documentary strategy. 



7 



Characteristics of 
digital photography 



THIS chapter aims to address a relative newcomer in terms of technical 
development, that of digital photography. Over the past ten years or so, 
with the increased spread of computerisation, digital photography has 
totally transformed some aspects of photographic practice. As we saw in 
The Guardian case study, some photographic traditions continue. For the 
photographer to be sent out on an assignment equipped with a camera loaded with chemical 
film-stock has remained common practice. However, back at the picture-desk, the situation has 
changed from how it was a few years ago, even though some areas of the profession have been 
affected little by digital media. For example, while most studios will employ the use of a PC, 
the computer functions in a subservient role within mainstream photographic practice. 

On the one hand, digital photography has its sinister aspects: for instance, George Orwell 
(1948) in his Nineteen Eighty-Four refers to 'elaborately equipped studios for the faking of 
photographs'. On the other hand, along with other technological developments, it has a charm 
of its own: 'The enchantment of technology is the power that technical processes have of casting 
a spell over us so that we see the real world in an enchanted form' (Alfred Gell, 1992:44). And 
we find in all areas that technological innovation has dramatic social and cultural repercussions: 

In all parts of the world the processes of modernization generally involve complex 
interactions of technology, commercial systems, government policies, population changes, 
and other factors. It is therefore practically impossible to assign a unique 'causal efficacy' 
to any one element such as a technological device. 

(Pelto, 1973:165) 

However, as we saw in our consideration of the invention of the medium itself, photography was 
intrinsically bound to the cultural climate of the time. Whether we are considering the introduction 
of snowmobiles in the Arctic (Pelto, 1973), or the integration of today ' s virtual reality systems in 
the mass media in our post-industrial culture (Loeffler and Anderson, 1994), we can be sure that 
we shall not be encountering a simple relationship of cause and effect. We shall need to develop 
new 'survival strategies' (see Postman and Weingartner, p. 171, of this volume). 

This chapter aims to address questions concerning the nature of digital photography: 

• What is it? 

• What does it mean? 

151 
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• What are the scope and limitations of photographic manipulation? 

• What are the theoretical implications for this new technology? 

The chapter also questions the polarisation of new and conventional technologies. 
While the issue of digital photography lacking an original negative is addressed, the 
chapter aims to develop a model for approaching digital imagery through its attempt to 
condense concepts derived from different levels of analysis of existing practice. 
Although this will not enable the student of photography to predict the future, it may 
serve to indicate the potential options, wider scope and possibilities arising from the 
new technologies. Also examined is the convergence of camera representation and 
computer organisation: the gathering, processing and reception of information derived 
from the visual world. 



What is digital photography? 



IN contrast to the chemical process of fixing a camera-produced image, based upon 
the processes of the industrial age and initially developed by such experimenters as 
Daguerre and Talbot, the digital photograph is captured and secured by recording 
the image as a bit map. The term 'bit' is derived from Binary digIT and these digits are 
stored in the computer's memory as switching an electrical current on (1) or off(0). So 
a digital image is made up of a series of bits amounting to a mosaic of information 
which is used to form the image on the computer screen. As far as the means of 
arriving at such an image are concerned, the digital image can be recorded directly — 
where a digital camera registers the image projected by the lens as a pattern of Is and 
Os; or indirectly — where a conventional photograph is scanned into the computer, 
transferring the tones and colours of the original image into the digital code of Is and 
Os. The digital camera operates on the same basic principles as the photographic 
camera (see Chapter 3) but without a film. In place of the film, present at the point of 
projection, there is a charged coupled device (CCD) which records the pattern of light 
in the form of a digital code. There is no latent image recorded nor is there anything 
that corresponds to a film or negative. However, like the retina of the eye the CCD is 
reusable and, once an image has been recorded and stored at the opening of the shutter, 
the CCD is ready to record again. Apart from pressing the button to open the shutter, 
this process takes place with no moving parts; there is no need to replace the light- 
sensitive surface and no film to wind on. Once visual information has been converted 
into digital form there is no need for any physical carrier or base for the image. 

Digital cameras 1 currently available can hold up to 76 picture frames stored on 
removable 105 MB (PC card) hard drives. They can be instantly assimilated into the 
computer via an image-processing program (such as Adobe Photoshop) via a plug into 
a Macintosh computer. This eliminates the need for film, processing chemicals or 
prints. Once acquired, in as little as 5 seconds, the image can be transferred directly to 
a newspaper's computerised pagination system. The photograph can be cropped, 
captioned and edited, placed on a page and published. During this process the 
'computer allows modifications that appear virtually seamless to be made within 
seconds or minutes' (Ritchen, 1990:5). This has dramatically accelerated the operations 
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of photo-journalism, whereby a publication can receive images from remote 
locations — almost anywhere in the world — in a matter of seconds. The new 
technologies have created the possibility that photographs of up-to-the-minute news 
items can be published in the paper much closer to the deadline, and reach the reading 
public much sooner, than was hitherto possible. 

Over the last few years there has been an increasing demand for a faster and faster turn- 
around in photographic processing. Polaroid had introduced a 35mm colour slide film which 
had a processing time of approximately one minute, which can be done on the spot with a hand- 
held processor, requiring neither darkroom nor laboratory. Although hindered by a low film 
speed, it did prove very useful for taking stills of local news items for television news. However, 
this technology was restricted by its reliance upon analog transmission: for example, it was 
subject to traffic hold-ups in the Central London rush-hour. In contrast, the digital cameras, 
having completely eliminated film, can be used to transmit images from a mobile phone. But 
not only do the digital cameras capture digital images, they can also capture sound-bites, so that 
an audio-caption can be added by the photographer at the scene of the event, eliminating the 
need for note-pad and pencil. 

As far as the digital camera can be described as film-less, the flat-bed scanner can 
be said to resemble a paper-less photocopier. The flat photograph, or artwork, is placed 
in the scanner where a light is passed over the image dissecting it into thin horizontal 
strips. This light is reflected, via a lens, onto a series of sensors which record the image 
as a modulated pattern of electric current. This pattern is transferred to the computer 
for storage and can be viewed on the computer monitor. There is also a hand scanner 
available which can be used in a variety of locations, on irregular surfaces and (with 
varying degrees of success) on three-dimensional objects. 

Where the image is stored (as bits) in the computer as a bit map, the computer's 
monitor is made up of 'pixels' (picture elements): thousands of dots of light. Each 
pixel is composed of three rays of light: red, green and blue, which are balanced on- 
screen to display a particular colour. The achievement of this colour balance is not 
dissimilar to the way yellow, magenta and cyan are used when colour printing in 
'traditional' photography. The number of bits needed to serve an individual pixel 
depends upon the monitor. However, to summarise: the digitally recorded image 
(whether obtained by camera or scanner) is stored in the computer's memory as a bit 
map. This is then decoded by the computer and displayed on the monitor as a mosaic of 
pixels. It is this mosaic which forms the digital image. 

In popular estimation, a picture may be worth a thousand words. However, a 
reasonable quality digital image, size 8?xl0?, would use a megabyte — equivalent to 
500 double-spaced pages of text, i.e. approximately 100,000 words. The degree of 
quality of the digital image (its resolution) is registered as its dpi: the number of dots 
per inch and the speed of transfer of digital information is measured in bps: bits per 
second. 

8 bits=l byte 

1,048,576 bytes=l megabyte 
(approximately 1 million) 

In digital photography there is a change of emphasis on the role of the camera. Where the 
traditional camera had been referred to as a 'recording device' , the digital camera (and scanner) 
is known as an 'input device' . Input devices are the means of entering the data into the computer. 
This represents a theoretical shift from the primacy of the camera as the central apparatus in 
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photography to its having a more subservient role: supplying information to the computer. We 
have discussed the dangers and theoretical pitfalls arising from the use of the (partly appropriate) 
analogy in relation to the eye and the camera, but it would seem that this change of role is more 
in keeping with Gibson's 'eye', considered as a constituent part integrated into a broader 
perceptual system. 



What are the implications of digital photography? 

AT first glance there is very little difference between photographs whether 
derived through the digital or the analog process. Unless viewed under 
magnification, (see Figures 63, 64, 65) both digital and analog images appear 
as photographs as we would normally expect them to appear, usually on a glossy, flat 
sheet of paper. And, in looking to the origins of the image, this is not surprising. We 
find that, at the beginning of the process, both have been taken through the lens and 
subjected to the same framing, focusing and focal criteria, therefore producing a 
similar visual array as a result. But, assuming an original conventional photograph has 
not been scanned into the computer, there will be no negative behind the digital 
photograph. Furthermore, the digital file can be copied endlessly. 

An analog image will lose its quality as it is copied whereby the processes of 
copying interfere with the information to be transmitted. In contrast, a digital image 
taken with a digital camera will have no original imprint. This means that the first 
image recorded will be identical in quality to a 1,000th generation copy, assuming no 
manipulation has taken place, without any deterioration of image. 

If we make a comparison between an enlargement of an analog and a digital image the 
digital image appears seamless. In the analog photomontage, magnification can usually reveal 
the edges where the composite images have been stitched together. On the other hand, a carefully 
manipulated digital image will contain no evidence of the joins. This is assuming that the lighting 
of the constituent parts is uniform and consistent and the picture planes do not present any 
spatial ambiguities, etc. Of course, images could always be manufactured, and photographic 
studios and film-sets have provided a complexity of ways of manufacturing fictional worlds for 
the camera. However, there is a distinct difference between manipulation in front of the camera 
and that after the event, even though both procedures may involve a distorting of actuality, for 
example, as in the work of Orlan who has photographed herself undergoing plastic surgery, 
changing her own body image by the means of analog technology. This is determining the 
optical array specially for the camera' s view: creating a picture by rearranging the subject in the 
tradition of the tableau vivant. 'The analogue technology of silver/gelatine photography has 
never rea//y been a guarantee of the photograph's authenticity... has it?' (Cameron, 1991:4). 

While the modern technologies of television, satellite and the internet have 
displaced some areas of photographic practice, the visual images still have to be 
obtained from somewhere or other. They can sometimes be grabbed from video 
footage, which opens up the possibility of the armchair photographer, who sits at home 
contemplating an array of CCTV monitors, choosing whichever image takes his or her 
fancy, taking a snapshot and storing the image for later use. But the technology begs 
further questions concerning the impact of the new media in relation to visual, verbal 
and critical skills. In this context, we might need to reassess the role of the realist, 
formalist and expressionist foundations established in Chapter 2. For example: 




Figure 63 Tube Theatre, London', 1983 



Photograph by Terence Wright 
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Figure 64 Tube Theatre, London', 1983, detail of analog image 

Photograph by Terence Wright 



• In terms of realism, does the computer-manipulated photograph undermine the 
documentary status of the photograph? 

• As for the formal aspects, do the special characteristics of digital photography 
constitute a new medium? 

• And for the expressionist possibilities, are the new technologies rigidly mechanistic, 
or can they shape personal experience, imagination and perception? 
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Figure 65 Tube Theatre, London', 1983, detail of digital image 

Photograph by Terence Wright 



The computer manipulation of photographic images has radically challenged our 
conception of photography. On the one hand, the purity of the photograph is under- 
mined: its reliability as evidence is now highly questionable; on the other hand, a 
totally new range of possibilities for the display of images is beginning to emerge. We 
might also question whether digital processing simply modifies photographic images, 
or whether it would be more accurate to describe them as being reconstructed. 
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Changes to photography by digital imagery 

IN 1975 the artist Les Levine drew a distinction between the traditional art 
disciplines — painting and sculpture — and the more contemporary forms of 
representation produced by the camera. According to Levine: 

The painter and sculptor create images through a variety of physical-making 
processes, which are all an extension of the industrial world, by brushing, 
pouring, moulding, and shaping, etc. The camera artist creates... images merely 
by seeing through a series of post-industrial devices, such as still cameras, 
vidicons, etc. The painter often goes through a series of processes to create an 
image. The camera artist merely processes images. 

(Levine, 1975:52) 

Over twenty years later, the distinction between — to use psychologist James Gibson' s (1979:272) 
term — the chirographic (drawing-based) arts and the photographic arts is not so clearcut. The 
digitisation of photographic images has blurred the edges so that it is not out of the question to 
speak of brushing, moulding or shaping the photograph. In fact, computer programs such as 
Photoshop with a tool-kit of brushes, air-brush, dropper, smudger and rubber-stamp have been 
specifically designed to emulate these industrial processes. The use of such metaphors derived 
from existing graphic technologies aims to facilitate human agency in mechanical reproduction. 
For example, the digital photographic artist will find that using the smudger in conjunction with 
a touch pad does create a curious sensation of actual physical manipulation. No doubt, future 
advancements in the field of virtual reality will lead to an increase in tactile participation. Further 
developments of 'smart gloves' and 'smart skin' may well create the sensation of three- 
dimensional moulding and shaping of visual images. Nonetheless, at this point it may be useful 
to remind ourselves of Alvin Langdon Coburn' s point of view regarding painting and photography, 
where 

the essential difference is not so much a mechanical one of brushes and pigments 
as compared with a lens and dry plates, but rather a mental one of a slow, 
gradual, usual building up, as compared with an instantaneous concentrated 
mental impulse, followed by a longer period of fruition. 

(Coburn, 1911:72) 

(See p. 9 of this volume.) Digital photography provides the mechanical means to cut 
across such distinctions. 

Metaphors are not new to photography. It is well known that the word 'photography' was 
derived from the analogy of 'drawing with light' and in the early years of the medium Talbot's 
'Photogenic Drawing', Eastlake's 'solarpencil' andHolmes's 'mirror with a memory' employed 
familiar conceptual schemes to help in the understanding of a new technology. 2 As Margaret 
Boden (1981:31-51) has pointed out, it is only with hindsight that one can determine the scope 
and limitations of such analogies. In the meantime, within photographic education they have 
been frequently invoked to play a central, yet rarely appropriate, role in providing the rationale 
for photography's status as art. 

The possibilities of transforming photographs by digital processing have altered our 
theoretical perceptions of photography to the extent that we can no longer be certain 
that the photograph can provide, in any way at all, evidence of states of affairs in a real 
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Figure 66 'L.J.M.Daguerre', 1848. A daguerreotype by Charles Meade 

Courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution 



world. In part this stems from photography's subjection to two opposing theories of 
representation (Wright, 1992a), discussed in Chapter 3. One of the central issues raised 
by digital photography is that it has the potential to undermine the documentary truth 
of the medium. Or, as some theorists would have it, it provides yet further evidence to 
undermine this truth. Not only can photographs be deliberately distorted so that their 
appearance radically departs from that of the scene as initially photographed but, with 
digital cameras, one cannot prove that the finished photograph actually corresponds to 
the latent image recorded by the light-sensitive surface in the camera. Even with 
conventional photography, where one may have recourse to an original negative, the 
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Figure 67 'L.J.M.Daguerre', date unknown. A lithograph by Francis d'Avignon and Abram 
J.Hoffman from the daguerreotype by Charles Meade 

Courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution 



transmission of images across the superhighway combined with the characteristic 
urgency of the news media leaves little time to verify the authenticity of any image that 
arrives at the picture desk. 

It is yet to be determined whether the combination of camera representation and 
computer organisation so departs from traditional photography that it can be considered 
a new medium. This largely depends upon whether digital photography offers anything 
new or simply provides greater ease with which traditional techniques can be 
performed — perhaps when it has been shown to free visual representation from the 
limitations of still photography. 3 Photographs have been subject to all sorts of physical 
manipulation since the time the medium was invented (see Mitchell, 1992) and this 
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Figure 68 'Carroling', 1887, a composite photograph 

Photograph by Henry Peach Robinson 
Courtesy of the Royal Photographic Society, Bath 



practice has continuously haunted the history of photography: 'photographs have been 
subject to change, distortion, and misuse since the beginning of time' (Rosier, 
1991:57). 

This takes us straight back to the uncertainties of 1848 where image manipulation 
resulting from lithographic reproduction of the daguerreotype could be used to cheer 
up the sitter. 4 (See Figures 66 and 67.) 

Edward Weston's purist approach to the photograph stemmed from a position that 
shuns any interference with the captured optic array. This might be considered an 
update on the theory of the perfection (or integrity) of the photographic image. It was 
based on the logic that the photographic image has an intrinsic tension dependent on 
the composite nature of the image being 'entirely made up of tiny particles. The 
extreme fineness of these particles gives a special tension to the image, and when that 
tension is destroyed — by the intrusion of hand work... the integrity of the photograph is 
destroyed' (Weston, 1943:16). At the very least, we can be certain that digital 
processing has motivated a significant shift of emphasis in the way that photography is 
generally regarded. This may necessitate a realignment in the history of photography 
whereby the contributions of hitherto marginal figures — such photographers as Oscar 
Rejlander and Henry Peach Robinson (see Figure 68) — are brought in from the cold 
and reinstated as playing a central role. They are moved from a somewhat reactionary 
position, characterised by their attempts to force photography into an aesthetic 
borrowed from painting, to becoming the ancestors of twenty-first century image 
manipulation. 

New technologies provoke further retrospection resurrecting the 150-year-old 
debate concerning the familiar adage 'the camera never lies', and new questions are 
being asked as to whether the photograph remains faithful to its referent. Until 
recently, the viewer was most likely to be misinformed through the context of the 
photograph. The supporting caption, for instance, could determine the ways the image 
was to be viewed. In this context, Tirohl (1995:18) has pointed out, 'the delivery of 
order in a web of information goes hand in hand with the manipulation of that 
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information'. Here we need to distinguish between manipulation through context, 
emphasis and alteration. While the accompanying caption, for example, can create the 
context for a changed meaning of the image, in the darkroom the techniques of dodging 
and burning-in could add emphasis by diminishing or accentuating parts of the visual 
array. Now computer manipulation enables alterations to be made to the array itself. 
This widens the scope of photographic representation to include, for example, the 
characteristics that conform to Baldinucci's (1681) description of caricature whereby 
cartoonists 'disproportionately increase and emphasise the defects of the features they 
copy, so that the portrait as a whole appears to be the sitter... while its components are 
changed' (quoted in Gombrich, 1960:290). It is this changing of components that 
marks the significant mechanical difference between digital and analog photography. 

We look now at another closely related lens-based system: the cinema. The 
traditional divide in film theory between fiction and documentary hinges on the notion 
that fictional films are primarily made to entertain while documentaries aim to increase 
the viewer's understanding of some factual aspect of the world. s Indeed, if we look at a 
related mode of communication, the museum was held to be of a similar purpose which 
conformed to this definition of documentary. Nonetheless, this established 
categorisation is being eroded. The changing function of the museum exhibition 
involves increasing the viewer's understanding of some factual aspect of the world 
while employing the techniques of entertainment. It is in this area that the new 
technologies are playing an increasingly significant role. But, ironically, the new 
technologies do not necessarily democratise art but actually restrict its appreciation to 
those who are computer-literate. And, as Anne Barclay Morgan (1994:41) suggests, 
'they also demand a precious commodity: time. Such works may create a new kind of 
elite audience — those who have the time for interactive art.' 



Photographic manipulation 



Photography has been allied to technology since the moment it was invented. 
Then, it heralded a new industrial age and epitomised the new progressive spirit 
of its time. Today the industrial age has rusted shut, but the progressive spirit 
that fuelled it lives on; what has changed dramatically in the interim is not so 
much the spirit that motivates the photographs, or even the look of photographic 
images themselves, but what we make of them. They can no longer purport to be 
innocent witnesses devoid of intentions, and we can no longer pretend to be 
innocent bystanders in the path of their endless procession. 

(Grundberg, 1990:222) 

PHOTOGRAPHIC manipulation has a long history. As Martha Rosier (1991:53) put it, 
'any familiarity with photographic history shows that manipulation is integral to 
photography' . It may be remembered that because of the narrow band of exposure latitude 
of early photographic plates, landscape photographers would produce montages so as to introduce 
much lighter clouds into the sky of a relatively dark landscape. 

if [the photographer] be judicious in his arrangements, there is nothing whatever 
to prevent his having the satisfaction of seeing his conception perfectly realised 
by the camera, with such delicacy of finish as Nature's handling alone is capable 
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of. ..for it suffices that a finger be disagreeably placed to spoil the whole as a 
perfect work. 

(William Lake Price, 1858 in Haworth-Booth, 1989:96) 

It would seem that the suggestion of manipulation was not out of place as long as it was considered 
to be acting in aid of enhancing photography's attribute of perfection, and this is evident in the 
traditional darkroom practices of dodging and burning-in — these aim to compensate for some 
of photography's technical limitations. And this returns us in many respects to the differences 
between seeing and knowing which were partly derived from Berkeley's visible and tangible 
ideas. 

As expressed by Rosier, it is 'in the service of a truer truth, one closer to conceptual adequacy' 
(1991:54). Certainly the computer, with its digital-processing program, is not the first piece of 
technical apparatus devoted to image manipulation. Aaron Scharf ( 1 968:234) cites Louis Ducos 
du Houron's invention which relied upon a series of fast-moving slits instead of a lens to make 
the sitter ugly or to 'correct and embellish' or, to use Rosier' s term, to bring the image 'closer 
to conceptual adequacy'. Furthermore, it is Ritchen's point of view that photographers now 
have at their command a broader spectrum of expressionist possibilities: 

Art photography... will no longer draw much of its strength and context from a 
perception that is inherently a comment on visible verifiable realities, but will 
come more easily to be seen like painting, as synthetic, the outcome of an act 
from the artist's imagination. 

(Ritchen, 1990:5) 

So many of the same sentiments regarding truth, art and the like may be similar to 
those of the nineteenth century about manipulation, retouching and montage. The 
computer allows the speed and detail quickly to produce images that would have taken 
photographers like Robinson weeks to achieve. Additionally, the older techniques were 
easily detected: one could 'see the joins'. However, if the contemporary image has been 
taken with a digital camera there is no negative to contradict the truth of what is seen. 



Digital photo-journalism? 



photographs will not seem as real as they once did. 

(New York Times, 12 August 1990) 

ANDY Grundberg, photographic critic of the New York Times, suggests that in 
future photographs in the context of newspapers and magazines will assume the 
status of illustrations, rather than of documents. If we are to go by Grundberg's 
title of his article 'Ask It No Questions, the Camera Can Lie', it seems to contest 
Suchar's (1989) and Harbutt's (1973) approach to the 'interrogatory principle'. The 
questions we should now ask of a photograph are very different and we must address 
the issue from different assumptions. We may consider a parallel with movie film, for 
in the high-control manipulation of the image in the feature film (in a costume drama, 
say, Jane Eyre) a set may be artificially constructed and the actors clothed to give 
viewers the impression that we are seeing a transparent rendering of eighteenth-century 
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life. All that we see has been fabricated for the camera's point of view. Nonetheless, in 
practice we have little problem in distinguishing the difference between documentary 
or news footage from that of the fictional drama. For some reason, fiction in still 
photography poses a different set of representational uncertainties. There are issues of 
balance and bias but in general we automatically assume that the news image is, 
context aside, accurate. 

the photograph still holds a descriptive power that remains convincing and lends strength 
to its various levels of meaning. The computer, allowing a new and bold conceptual 
approach to imaging, offering the easy exchange of visual and other elements, as well as 
ways of depicting the visible, is the portentous addition to the mix. 

(Ritchen, 1990:7) 

In the context of press and photo-journalism the traditional mode of delivery, from the 
photographer to the picture desk, is no longer appropriate. Images can come 'down the line', 
with little opportunity for the picture editor to check whether the image is genuine. In the 
urgency of producing a programme or publication, there is no time to trace or check the originating 
negative. In many respects it depends upon the media agency relying on a tried and trusted 
supplier, rather than physical evidence. Even so, in the non-digital world, this trust is open to 
abuse, as illustrated by the recent case of Michael Born who did, literally, manufacture the 
television news. Born claimed to be the first television journalist to expose the activities of the 
Ku Klux Klan in Germany, apparently having secretly filmed closed Klan sessions. It was later 
revealed that the 'Klansmen' were in actuality Born's friends who had dressed in sheets to 
fabricate the story and help to supply the 'evidence'. In fact, twenty-two of Born's 'scoops' 
were set up with the help of friends and neighbours. Furthermore, he had achieved his deceptions 
through gaining the trust and confidence of a number of television stations where he was 
considered to be a reliable supplier of news footage. 



Copyright 



THE practising digital photographer may encounter special problems with regard 
to copyright, with reference to the manufacture of digital composite images that 
may be derived from a number of sources and/or originals. The precise legal 
details with regard to copyright are beyond the scope of this book, but it remains 
important for the photographer to be aware of the legal position before using or 
incorporating any found images into a photographic composition. 

In theory, the copyright issue should be little different from the situation of the designer 
who, in preparing a brochure, may use a variety of images from different sources, such as 
photo-libraries or archives. Each image will need to be cleared and (in consultation with the 
agent or institution) credited, where appropriate, and used in accordance with agreed terms. 
However, taking the other point of view, the photographer is less likely to encounter the issue of 
using other people's images, which may be less critical than facing the problem of keeping 
track of his or her own photographs. This may become increasingly difficult, particularly as 
digital manipulation could render them almost unrecognisable and, in the near future, there may 
be no original to prove the case either way. In such cases, could it be argued that the photograph 
is no longer the same image? Or the photographer may find it difficult to prove that a small part 
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or detail of a larger composition actually belongs to him or her and, if it does, what percentage 
of the finished work any individual image constitutes. One of the advantages of the digital 
photograph — in that its image is coded as digital information — is that the information can be 
relatively easily transmitted via such electronic networks as telephone lines. A series of electronic 
pulses can be channelled from one location to another and the photographic image can be 
reconstituted at the receiving end without (in theory at least) experiencing any loss of quality. 



Photography on the internet 



A GROUP of computers can be linked to form a network so that they can share 
information or hardware. Programs, files or peripherals (such as printers) can 
be shown or transferred via a Local Area Network (LAN) 6 to enable a number 
of people in a building or office to work on the same project and to consult or comment 
on information stored in someone else's computer. This can be achieved without 
printing out the information or the physical exchange of disks. When connected to a 
network, files on my colleague's computer can be as accessible to me in my office as 
they are to her in hers. In addition, she can take photographs using a digital camera, 
plug the camera into a workstation in the main university building and I can access the 
images on my own computer screen in our faculty building half a mile away. In this 
case, the visual information is transmitted via wires and cables running between the 
buildings which form a Wide Area Network (WAN) 7 

Having viewed the images I could copy them (with no loss of quality), crop them or digitally 
rework them. She might disagree with my suggested alterations and provide her own adjustments 
or add captions, etc. These processes of transfer can be achieved with no physical photographic 
image ever being made. The dialogue across this relatively small distance can take place simply 
through transferring and changing the pattern of Is and Os that comprise the digital image. Of 
course, it is possible that we cannot resolve our hypothetical dispute over the editing of the image(s) 
and decide that we need the opinion of the publisher who is based in Chicago. But, instead of 
making a print which we could send by airmail, we can e-mail the image so that it will appear and 
can be accessed on the publisher's computer in much the same way as it appeared on mine. And, 
in a similar way (international time zones permitting), the dialogue can continue across the Atlantic. 
In this instance the information would be transferred via telephone lines and communications 
satellites. This is done via the electronic information superhighway known as the internet. 

The internet consists of the electronic connection of a number of computers situated all 
around the world. At the same time, all the computers in the office or the PC in your own home 
can be linked via the telephone line to a central computer called a server. Having connected to 
this local system, the individual user can use the server to get connected to any other server on 
the web, whether it is located in Edinburgh, Chicago or Port Moresby. Not only does this give 
the user access to vast amounts of information across the world, but it is in the capability of 
almost any individual to set up their own website to offer any information they wish. For 
photography, this means that not only have a number of photographic archives and agencies 
displayed their wares on the internet, but individual photographers (e.g. Kate Mellor, see p. 142 
of this volume) have used this facility to showcase their work. 

Despite the rapid expansion of the internet over the last 1 5 years, the possibilities and potentials 
for the photographic image are in the very early stages of development. In fact, the net has 
become so vast — in 1995 the number of websites was estimated to be 23,500 and by 1997 had 




Figure 69 To fall standing', 1993 

Photograph by Rebecca Cummins 
Courtesy of the artist and ArtAIDS, http://www.artaids.org.uk 
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risen to c. 650,000 — that it is becoming more difficult to explore and new systems of navigation 
are being developed. This means that images stored in photographic archives around the world 
potentially can be accessed by any individual with a computer and internet connection. Similarly, 
any photographer can send his or her images to anywhere in the world or make available their 
own showcase of work to any interested parties. Indeed, it can be argued that it is the digital 
transmission of images, rather than the manipulation of the photograph, that will prove to have 
the greatest influence on photographic practice: images can be sent around the world at such a 
rapid speed, with the potential (at least) of all photographs being available to all people. However, 
without the benefit of historical hindsight, one can at best hazard a guess as to the future 
importance of different characteristics of the medium. Paul Virilio in his The Vision Machine 
(1994) describes the changing role of transmission techniques in the context of military 
communications. During the First World War reconnaissance aircraft were used for aerial 
surveillance, a task which is now performed with greater precision by satellite observation's 
gathering of optical information. Over the decades, our visual perceptual processes have 
experienced increased separation from forms of physical representation. In the Gulf War the 
information from the battlefield was sent back by satellite to the USA, where strategies and 
directions could be drawn up and sent by armchair generals. As far as the press is concerned, we 
might cite the example of the European Network of Press Agencies which has its editorial 
offices in Frankfurt while the technical centre is in Paris. In nearly all newspapers, digital image 
reception has increased dramatically over the last few years. As for photography, from the 
moment the shutter is pressed, assuming the photographer is using a digital camera, there is no 
need for any intervening physical object bearing a representation until the photograph appears 
on the newspaper page itself. The image can be transmitted down the line onto the screen where 
the page can be laid out and sent directly for printing, which could be the first time the image is 
made into a physical form. 

Electronic transmission can give rise to new approaches/art-forms; for example, the 
'ArtAIDS Project' (see Figure 69) which capitalises on transmission and manipulation. 
One of the problems with transmitting images is that they can be very large files in 
comparison to text. Therefore, a process of compression can be used to reduce the file 
size by coding redundant information and, in reversible systems, the image can be 
reconstituted at the receiving end. With irreversible compression, the reconstitution is 
approximate. 



Case study: 

The Virtual Gallery 



THE ArtAIDS link was set up on World Aids Day (1 December 1994). It had the 
objective of forming a collaborative internet art event open to all digital artists. 
It began by commissioning image files from twenty international artists. 
Operating in a similar manner to a chain letter, the project offered a world-wide 
interactive facility for accessing art and photographic images contributed by 
contemporary artists. Anyone with an internet connection could view the images held 
on the ArtAIDS server, make a selection, download the image, manipulate it — perhaps 
adding their own images — and finally put the image back onto the server for others to 
view, download and make their own contributions. An additional feature of the project 
was that it aimed to create the computer (digital) equivalent of an (analog) Aids quilt. 
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This is the process in which contributors sew individual commemorative squares, for 
those who have died of the disease, which are then joined together to form a coherent 
whole. 

The ArtAIDS Project provided the necessary storage and the facility to transfer computer- 
based images between remote users, encouraging the process of collaboration to define and 
refine new art objects, to increase awareness and raise funds for AIDS research and related 
activities. Participation was open to anyone with access to the internet, appropriate image- 
processing software and a basic understanding of file-transfer procedures. 

Apart from the use of the internet for contemporary image-making, exciting 
developments have taken place in the photographic archive. One particularly innovative 
approach to the Virtual Gallery is that of the California Museum of Photography. The 
gallery not only provides access to the archive by remote users but it has made some 
interesting uses of the technology. For example, some nineteenth-century panoramic 
photographs have been displayed so that the viewer at home can pan round the 160 
degrees or so of the photographed horizon. Some of the most notable exhibits in the 
gallery benefit from the use of the 'virtual magnifying glass': 

The photograph is depicting a street in Nome, Alaska, ca. 1905 is MAPPED. There is 
more to see deep in the image; pretend your mouse pointer is a magnifying glass. Move 
to an area of the photograph that looks interesting and just 'click'. A small detail will 
appear greatly enlarged. There is a lot to see and to speculate on deep in the recesses of 
photographic images nearly a century old. Use your virtual magnifying glass to take a 
close look down the streets of Nome, Alaska. 

(California Museum of Photography, 

http://comp 1 .uer/exhibitions/mapped- 

photos/magnifying-glass.html) 

The Virtual Gallery is based upon transforming information from photography to digital media 
and disseminating the visual information via computer telecommunications. 



JPEG: a note on the digital transfer of photographs 

JPEG (pronounced 'jay-peg') is a standardised image-compression mechanism. JPEG stands 
for Joint Photographic Experts Group, the original name of the committee that wrote the 
standard. It has been designed to save on the relatively large amounts of computer memory 
that are required by photographs when compressing either full-colour or grey-scale images. It 
works well on photographs, naturalistic artwork and similar material but not so well on lettering, 
simple cartoons, or line drawings. JPEG handles only still images, but there is a related standard 
called MPEG for motion pictures. 

JPEG is 'lossy', meaning that the decompressed image is not quite the same as the one you 
started with. It is designed to exploit known limitations of the human eye, notably the fact that 
small colour changes are perceived less accurately than small changes in brightness. Thus, 
JPEG is intended for compressing images that will be looked at by humans. However, if for any 
reason the images are to be machine-analysed, the small errors in the picture information that 
have been introduced by the JPEG process may become a problem, despite the fact that they are 
invisible to the eye. A useful property of JPEG is that the degree of lossiness can be varied by 
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adjusting compression parameters. This means that the image-maker can trade off file size 
against output image quality. So very small files can be made though predictably they will be of 
poor quality but, nonetheless, this is useful for applications like indexing image archives. 

Another important aspect of JPEG is that decoders can trade off decoding speed against 
image quality by using fast but inaccurate approximations to the required calculations. Until 
recently, most publicly available JPEG code has adopted a best-possible-quality philosophy, but 
we are now starting to see the appearance of viewers that give up some image quality in order to 
obtain significant speedups. 



Digital theory 



A 



PART from the technical or mechanical aspects of originality and image 
reproduction in particular, digital photography can be seen as part of a more 
general post-modernist concern. 



Just as execution of a brush stroke is a fundamental painting operation, and 
exposure is a fundamental photographic operation, so selection, transformation 
and assemblage of captured, synthesised, and drawn fragments to reconstitute the 
'mise en image' are fundamental operations in the digital image. 

(Mitchell, 1992:164) 

Digital photography is caught between the promise and excitement of expanding the 
photographer's repertoire and the scope of the photographic medium, while at the same 
time causing considerable concern regarding the potential for deception in the use of 
such images. John Long, the president of the US National Press Photographers' 
Association, wrote in a paper entitled 'Truth, trust meet new technology': 

Photographers, editors and publishers need to speak out unequivocally and say 
'NO!' to the abuses that can and will creep into newsrooms as the use of digital 
photo technology becomes widespread... we cannot use this technology to create 
lies, no matter how tempting or easy. 

(Electronic Times, 6 October 1989) 

Of course, it is not technology alone that can alter the image; as we have seen, the shot can be 
staged in the first instance. At the same time, the new technology requires a certain amount of 
mental adjustment on behalf of the viewer. We have a cultural conditioning regarding our 
knowledge of the relationship between photography's technical processes and our conceptions 
of human agency which is 'quite distinct from that in which we conceptualize the technical 
process of painting, carving, and so on' (Gell, 1992:50). Gell goes on to suggest that it is our 
familiarity with the process that accounts for the 'enchantment' of the representation; this is 
reminiscent of Aristotle's pleasure in others' imitations. He continues: 

the attitude of the spectator towards a work of art is fundamentally conditioned 
by his notion of the technical processes which gave rise to it, and the fact that it 
was created by the agency of another person, the artist. 

(Gell, 1992:51) 



170 The Photography ha n db oo k 



With digital imagery the distinctions between the mechanical representation and that 
brought about by human agency — the photographic and the chirographic (to use 
Gibson's terms) — melt away (or become blurred). In addition, we how find ourselves 
in a situation where the average spectator will most likely be unfamiliar with the 
processing of digital imagery; So in Cell's proposal the spectator's attitude to the 
digital image would be indeterminate or undefined. 

Scholars can often trace back through a family tree of editions or manuscripts to 
recover an original, definitive version, but the lineage of an image file is usually 
untraceable, and there may be no way to determine whether it is a freshly 
captured, unmanipulated record or a mutation of a mutation that has passed 
through many unknown hands. 

(Mitchell, 1992:51) 

The issue of the original art object regarding the manuscript has been discussed by 
Wollheim (1968:22), who questions whether the original artwork is the production of 
the opera or, in the case of a novel, James Joyce's manuscript. He goes on to question 
how much we can change the production before it ceases to be the same opera or the 
original idea. Or should we assume that we base our judgement on the initial concept 
of the writer? 

The new technologies seem to suggest that photography has been released from the constraints 
of its own characteristics — from those attributes that accounted for the sense of wonder and 
excitement that surrounded the medium's invention; for example, Frith' s notion of the truth and 
perfection of the photographic image — that it automatically recorded reality. So digital 
manipulation, in releasing the photographer from those constraints, in some sense means that 
photography becomes like any other graphic art that might not be a lens-based image, but is 
derived from a lens-based image. In theoretical terms, it amounts to reinforcing the window-on- 
the-world view of photography. 

Another possibility afforded by the new technologies is that they offer a new form 
of spatial exploration of the photograph. One can almost explore the depth of the 
photograph to find more things behind the photograph than may lie beneath the face 
value of the image: scratching the surface to find more information underneath. This 
can be seen in contrast to the usual spatial information that accompanies or surrounds 
the photograph (layout, caption, etc.) and the linear sequencing of the image (as in 
tape/slide presentation or film-still). The photographic information can be nested: 
contained at greater depths in the image so that further information can be accessed by 
a virtual peeling of the layers of the onion. 

The widespread influence of digital media provokes a number of questions that 
inevitably arise. Is analog photography due to be replaced by digital photography? Can 
we any longer consider a photograph as documentary? Is photography dead? It can be 
argued that any medium, whether photography, painting, poetry or literature, is in a 
perpetual state of redefinition. Just as the meaning of the term 'communication' has 
changed radically over the last century, so the photographic medium has been 
recontextualised and new elements have been incorporated into the field of practice. 
Photography may no longer be the medium it was 30 years ago; but 30 years ago it 
wasn't the same as it was 60 years ago. 

Rather than considering pure digital photography in contrast to pure analog 
photography, the most interesting area of innovation currently seems to be where the 
two practices converge. Looking back in photographic history, we can see that it is 
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rarely the case that a new process has immediately supplanted another. A new process 
is introduced (or marketed) and taken up by a few individuals who see the potential (or 
are prepared to take the risk). There can then follow a rapid expansion characterised by 
everyone jumping on the bandwagon, followed by a very gradual tailing-off, which 
may have been caused by the introduction of the next innovation. For example, the use 
of the daguerreotype, introduced in the early 1840s, spread rapidly over the next 15 
years or so, but then diminished towards 1860. In the meantime, the collodion (wet- 
plate) process had been introduced and was well established and in extensive use from 
around 1855 to the early 1880s, falling out of mainstream practice towards the turn of 
the century as it was becoming increasingly superseded by 1875's gelatin plate, and so 
on. 

For example, in the USA, S.Rush Seibert recalled the introduction of collodion 
photography, in tandem with the simultaneous practice and gradual decline of the 
former daguerreotype process. Collodion 'was immediately made a success and 
Daguerreotypes were laid aside in many establishments, although I continued to make 
them at intervals between 1840 and 1874' (Busey, 1900:93). The process of 
technological change and innovation has been indicated by Kubler's 'battle-ship- 
shaped' curves (Kubler, 1962), that is, how one social phenomenon runs concurrently 
with and then takes over from another. 

Audio-visual work in conjunction with photography (tape-slide programming, for 
example) had been a sideline for the general practitioner in commercial photography, 
but it now has increased emphasis in the digital era. The presentation of photographs 
with text, music, sound and moving images is becoming more commonplace and 
increasingly important. It furthermore has the potential of supplanting mainstream 
photographic practice and presentation. The work of Pedro Meyer is one such 
example, as is the From Silver to Silicon CD-ROM. As far as the viewer is concerned 
this process can involve greater participation, as we have seen with the ArtAIDS 
Project. 

The photo-journalist might ask if the new technologies pose a threat or present an 
opportunity. The photographer may take a particular angle on an event, yet the editor 
may not approve of his or her results and decide to 'correct' the image to conform or to 
suggest an alternative reading. From now on all images, whether photographic or not, 
may be judged as constructions or potential constructions and an air of suspicion hangs 
over all visual representation. So if a photograph is not considered a realist 
representation, attention may be directed to its formalist or expressionist 
characteristics: emphasising the symbolic over the iconic or the indexical. There is a 
change from the window on the world to the subjective imagination of the creator and, 
as all mediated communication becomes digital, the traditional categories of 
photography, film and the moving image become blurred. In considering the effects of 
technological change on society we might reflect that 

a change in an environment is rarely only additive or linear. You seldom, if ever, 
have an old environment plus a new element, such as a printing press or an 
electric plug. What you have is a totally new environment requiring a whole new 
repertoire of survival strategies. 

(Postman and Weingartner, 1971:20) 

In the case of Benjamin Stone, his thorough approach and photographic method fuelled 
by a realist aesthetic unwittingly developed potential in the reuse of his images: 
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My method is to shoot successively, so as to show details and changes. If 
necessary, I take a dozen pictures of a ceremony or custom, recording the whole 
thing from beginning to end with a clearness that leaves little or nothing for the 
imagination to supply. 

(Stone, press cutting, 1905) 

This method, aided by his use of a tripod which had the result of standardising the 
background in the photographs of his 1905 shoot, resulted in his accumulation of 
images containing enough information so that digital processing makes it easy to create 
rudimentary animation of his subjects. They can be made to move slightly, giving an 
impression of their repositioning: posing before the camera. In looking to schools of 
ethnographic photography, the scientific anthropometric procedures yield precisely the 
information that would enable the construction of a 3D virtual-reality mode of the 
anthropological subject. These early examples of ethnographic photography are ideally 
suited to manipulation by computer-aided design (CAD) systems, which 'allow the user 
to visualise and manipulate models directly in three dimensions' (Bolas, 1994:50). 
Aside from the likelihood that this Frankenstein-like method of reconstituting subjects 
of earlier study could result in a display that is both insensitive and tasteless, it also 
suggests new possibilities for (or warnings against) the restrictive procedures of 
anthropometric photography. The information to do so is contained within the images, 
although the visual reconstitution of the subject was never the intention of those who 
initially transcribed them. 

At the extreme this may amount to dismissing photographic images altogether, and 
dealing with visual imagery in general. In addition, past evidence suggests that we 
might expect the vast cultural changes that have always accompanied technological 
change as photography developed alongside and itself emerged from the industrial 
revolution, together with its political changes and the adoption of new working 
practices. 

Future developments might include the direct photographic input into the eye of the 
viewer itself, with no intervening material, artefact or medium (as we currently think of 
it) between the lens and the viewer. If this development takes place, the viewer will be 
put in the position of viewing the world through a telescope which can transcend 
distance and time, with the 'photographer', like Cratylus, pointing the camera-like 
device at events which we can view from the other side of the world. 



8 



Conclusion 



THE future is very difficult to predict at the best of times, but even more so 
in this period of rapid technological change. In the last 20 years or so we 
have seen the introduction of the personal computer that has made possible 
the digital processing of images. Within that time the language of 
communication has shifted from a verbal linear mode to an iconic spatial 
character: from DOS to Windows. The end of the PC may now be in sight, with the 
internet providing programmes and information to a terminal that combines 
workstation and television. This may have the added benefit of placing greater 
emphasis on the broader areas of visual communication (in which photography has a 
significant role). Nonetheless, the traditional chemical analog photographer may 
achieve enhanced status as the operator of a professional medium who is able to 
produce greater possibilities for authenticity and evidence than the photographer with a 
digital camera which may become the province of the less serious journalism and the 
amateur market. In this context, photography (as we knew it 15 years ago) may become 
a specialist craftbased medium, as is print-making, yet with enhanced professional 
status as mentioned above. 

We have so far encountered a variety of theoretical approaches which offer many perspectives 
through which to consider the photographic image. From the initial starting-point we considered 
realism: that the camera directly transcribes what had appeared in front of the lens and the 
photograph shows us what we would have seen had we been there at the time. This was placed 
in the context of the photographer' s intentions of formalism — concerned with the material nature 
of the photograph; photography as a process; the photograph as an object. And expressionism, 
where the subject and the medium were used as a vehicle for expressing the photographer's 
ideas or feelings, or an expression of the society or political context of the image and/or 
imagemaker. It was concluded that a photograph cannot be produced to the exclusion of any of 
these concerns. It is up to the photographer to consider and select the proportions and the 
appropriate balance as to how these intentions come to achieve significance in his or her work. 
In contrast to the realist view of photography, we encountered conventionalism. 
This proposed that photography, like language, is a product of a particular culture and 
that we, as its members, are required to learn to understand photographic codes as 
constituting accurate representations of the world. From the polarised viewpoints of 
realism and conventionalism, we drew the conclusion that the photograph is able to 
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record a limited selection of visual information derived from the environment. In most 
instances this information, in the form of a picture, can be immediately recognised and 
perceived. However, the viewer must often resort to different social codes and cultural 
traditions in visual representation in order to optimise their understanding of the image. 
In order to understand how these processes might work, we considered the influence of 
semiotics. 

Semiotics, as applied to photography, proposed that we might understand the 
'photographic sign' through its function as an icon: looking like its referent; as an 
index: displaying a 'trace' of its referent's sometime presence; or as a symbol: standing 
for its referent in a similar manner to that espoused by conventionalist theory. It would 
appear from the evidence that our understanding of the photograph, or our deriving 
meaning from the image, may depend upon any combination of these three elements. 

It is intended that these approaches may form a basic structure to make relatively 
secure excursions into the myriad of theories and 'isms' that are or have been applied 
to photography. As a generalisation, the primary preoccupations of the majority of 
theoretical standpoints concern form and content: the photograph (as a container) and 
the subject (the message). So, for example, we might expect a Marxist theoretician to 
look for the political determinants behind the production of the photograph. The 
Marxist photographer would not adopt a passive role in reflecting social conditions in 
his or her photography, but would aim to use the camera in an active manner 'that 
documents monopoly capitalism's inability to deliver the conditions of a fully human 
life' (Sekula, 1978:60), so as to promote political understanding and to stimulate social 
change. Behind the realist facade of the photograph is a political structure that has 
determined the form, content, production and consumption of the image. Similarly, a 
feminist approach, with regard to both theory and practice, would probably point out 
that, throughout its history, photography has displayed its limitations in showing the 
world predominantly from the viewpoint of only one half of the human population, that 
is, from the male perspective. Or it may be considered that the role of the theorist is to 
point out such limitations and draw attention to the sub-text and/or alternative readings 
of the image; and that of the practitioner is not only to redress the balance but to create 
new visions and promote social change. Through the traditional approaches to 
education we have been encouraged to look at the world and its representations from a 
limited critical viewpoint, and to continue to emulate these traditions of practice. 
Similar moves have taken place with historical photographs, in the areas of colonial 
and ethnographic photography, to reappraise the photographs of 'others', taken as the 
agenda of 'scientific' study or as part of the broader regime of colonial control. 

Who photographs/looks at who? Having initially provided images of the masses for 
the masses, photography seemed rapidly to settle down to exemplify the social set-up. 
In the general sense, this tends to reflect the power relations of Western society. White 
people photograph/look at black people. Men photograph/look at women. Those who 
have, photograph/look at those who have not. In contrast to this, the images of the 
famous are looked at by all, yet achieve special iconic status. 

The photograph provides a series of framings — selections which become 'nested'. 
The initial spatial framing of the photograph itself, divorcing the image from its 
source, is superseded by the contextualising framing of the caption, the organ of 
communication and finally the overall socio-cultural context of the image. 

In 1992 William Mitchell pronounced, 'from the moment of its sesquicentennial in 
1989 photography was dead' (p. 20). This statement was no doubt intended to echo 
Delaroche's 1839 statement at the announcement of the invention of photography 'from 
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today painting is dead'. If there are any parallels to be drawn or lessons to be learned 
over the century and a half, the statement is incorrect. Painting did not die in 1839, and 
photography did not die in 1989. Nonetheless, painting was never to be quite the same 
again — and, like painting, we find that our whole conceptual outlook through the 
medium of photography has been irrevocably changed. And photography will no doubt 
seek new applications and a modified role. The encroachments made on professional 
practice by the digital image mean that photography can no longer be regarded as a 
window on the world. But then, it never really was. 



Notes 



Introduction 



For example, Weitz (1956:439) suggests that innovation in the arts depends upon invalidating 
'closed' systems. It results from 'a decision on someone's part to extend or to close the old 
or invent a new concept. (For example, 'It's not a sculpture, it's a mobile.')'. 
These range from: Langford (1978) Basic Photography, 4th edn, Adams (1981) The 
Negative: The New Ansel Adams Photography Series, to Vestal (1984) The Art of Black 
and White Enlarging, and Miller (1981) Building a Home Darkroom. 



Chapter 1 Historical outline of photographic 
representation 

1 Ross (1927) The Works of Aristotle Translated into English, Volume VII — Problemata. 
Also Eder (1945:36). 

2 Another example is stereo-photography. 

3 Although, according to Minnaert ( 1 993 : 1-4) Light and Colour in the Outdoors, during an 
eclipse images of the sun can be cast onto the ground through the foliage of trees. 

4 Expressing the alternative point of view, Kenneth Clark (1949:29) describes mediaeval art as 
'not a childish or irrational way of recording visual experience, for our eye does not dwell on 
a single point, but moves, and we move and a procession of objects passes before it.' 

5 See Tylor (1873) Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of Mythology, 
Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art and Custom, 2 vols. 

6 This conforms to Berkeley's (1709) theory of vision. 

7 trompe Voeil. Fr. literally 'deception of the eye'. 

8 According to Government census returns. 

9 This was the view of perception held by the ancient Greeks. See Lindberg (1976:2-3). 

10 Later artists, such as Andy Goldsworthy, have produced ice sculptures sited in the frozen 
landscape — which has made the 'normal' viewing of such artworks impossible. 

1 1 Even in the case of the Xerox machine, artist Ian Burn showed that this device has its 
own peculiar set of properties. See his Xerox Book, in Walker (1975), Art Since Pop. 

12 The term was first employed by French writers in the nineteenth century. 

13 See Baudelaire's introduction to his translation Nouvelles histoires 
extraordinaires, Oeuvres completes, VII (1933:xiv) of Edgar Allan Poe. 
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Chapter 2 Pre-production 



For example, while Szarkowski adopts a two-category framework: 'Mirrors' and 

'Windows' — photographs which 'reflect' the photographer's expressionist tendency, in 

contrast to those of realist intention, Barrett supports a four-fold scheme adding 

instrumentalism to realism, formalism and expressionism. In this scheme instrumentalism 

describes those photographs that aim to promote social change. 

The phraseology adopted by Greenberg (1960) for painting: 'mastering' the 

medium, rather than 'acknowledging' it. 

For instance, August Comte's Philosophie Positive (1830-42) in Comte (1983) 

spans the period of the invention of photography. 

This can be seen as part of a general cultural shift paralleled, for example, by 

changes in the theory of visual perception and the move from the psychology 

laboratory into the environment. 

Here Shklovsky was referring to literary works, but his remarks are equally 

applicable to photography. 

On the relationship between technologies and their metaphors, see Boden, 1981. 

Kracauer (1947:70) describes the expressionist elements of 'The Cabinet of Dr. 

Caligari' (1919, director Robert Wiene). Rotha in The Film Till Now (1930:178) 

described Caligari as 'the first significant attempt at the expression of a creative 

mind in the medium of cinematography'. 

This is not necessarily the case with instant (Polaroid) pictures, as has been 

demonstrated by Ken Josephson, for example. 



Chapter 3 The photographic image 



Wollheim (1973), in his paper 'On Drawing an Object', reminds us that the 
process of drawing involves the gradual build-up of information on the two- 
dimensional surface and is as much to do with removing information as adding it. 
(This point is returned to in the section on digital photography.) '[T]he observer 
making a few strokes, scrutinising them, accepting them, or finding them 
unsatisfactory and correcting them, and so working his way forward to the finished 
product through erasures and pentimenti (p. 7); 'the process of correcting the 
drawing is not essentially different from the process of constructing it' (p. 9). 
According to Newhall (1964:32) it was the scientist John Hershall who coined the 
term 'negative'. Furthermore, Eder (1945:258) suggests that Hershall may also 
have been responsible for the term 'photography'. 

Computer-aided design (CAD) programs which enable the viewer to 'fly through' 
a virtual building do little to aid the actual process of building; rather, their 
primary function is to give the client a three-dimensional, artist's impression of 
the completed architecture. For the purposes of producing a building, such systems 
are unlikely to supersede architectural drawing. 



Chapter 4 Post-production 



1 Mentioned in his lecture at the Photographic Gallery, University of Southampton, 1978. 

2 See Schwarz (1985) for an account of the range of mechanical devices that led up 
to photography and a culture looking for such a representational system. 
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Chapter 5 The documentary photograph 



It is ironic that although Fast News had been eager to embrace the new digital 
technologies, the company quickly went out of business shortly after this case 
study was conducted. 

It is now important for some freelancers to have their own (negative) scanners and 
e-mail set-up. 



Chapter 6 Photography as a cultural critique 



1 See also the effect of aerial photography on painting in Scharf (1968:176). 

2 See Wilhelm (1993) The Permanence and Care of Color Photographs for the most 
comprehensive discussion and details of this issue. 

3 One such example resulted in the publication of Homer Sykes' (1977) Once a 
Year: Some Traditional British Customs, London: Gordon Fraser. 

4 This is different from Malinowski's notion of the 'participant observer' who, 
although living with and joining in the activities of the subject, remains an 
outsider. Malinowski's methods had a profound influence over the MO project. 



Chapter 7 Characteristics of digital photography 



1 The 1998 price of a Nikon NC 2000 digital camera is £7,100 including lenses. 

2 Another contemporary example of this metaphorical usage is 'genetic 
fingerprinting' — derived from a nineteenth-century invention which produced an 
imprint to provide evidence of a person's actions. Here the metaphor is based on 
the concept of a person's unique pattern of DNA, not on the technical process that 
achieves this aim. 

3 According to Andre Malraux in Voices of Silence (1954: 124), 'the cinema acquired 
the status of an art only when the director... was liberated from the limitations of 
the theatre'. 

4 As in the early years of photographic reproduction — when the technology did not 
exist to publish a photograph — an 'engraving after the photograph' would be used; 
thus the image became subject to some degree of artistic licence. 

5 Nonetheless, it may be argued that documentaries are fictional: the pre- and post- 
production processes of selection, let alone the act of filming itself, create a 
screen-world that has little relation to the world we normally perceive (see Wright, 
1992b). 

6 The LAN centres around a 'file server' which is a computer which contains all the 
files and programs used by the network. This server can be dedicated, that is, it is 
not used by any individual but its sole purpose is that of maintaining the network; 
or it can be non-dedicated, that is, it maintains the network and operates an 
individual's workstation. 

7 Both WANs and LANs require a network operating system to manage file-sharing 
and the sharing of programs, peripherals and the day-to-day communications links 
between computers. 



Glossary 



aesthetics Initially, aesthetics was concerned with the study of ideas about beauty or taste. 
More recently, it has been concerned with the principles (or 'rules') of art as well as the 
broader aspects of artistic practice. 

analog An image that is composed upon the principles of traditional technologies — of painting, 
drawing (see chirographic) or chemical photography. 

anthropometric photography The use of the camera to record other cultures as a variety of 
types, concentrating on physical attributes — such as measurement — for scientific comparison. 

aspect ratio The relationship between the width and height of the image produced by the camera 
that provides the proportions of the frame in which the photograph can be composed. 

bracketing Having taken the correct light reading and made an exposure, the photographer 
makes two additional exposures, usually one stop below and one above the reading as a 
safety measure, especially in difficult lighting, or simply to give greater choice of selection 
and control of the subject. 

camera Obscura A forerunner of the photographic camera, where a hole at the end of a dark 
room projects an inverted image onto the opposite wall. This principle could be used as a 
drawing aid for draughtsmen. 

camera lucida A similar device to the camera obscura, but one which allows the draughtsman 
a simultaneous view of both the picture surface and the scene, enabling an image of the 
scene to be traced onto the paper. 

Cartesian co-ordinates The technique of plotting position, or mapping an image, by means of 
x and y axes. The use of the grid on the Ordnance Survey map is an example. 

CCD Charged Coupled Device: the light-sensitive surface of a digital camera which records the 
pattern of light in the form of a digital code. 

chirographic An image produced by drawing, that is gradually built up from a trace made by a 
graphic tool such as a pencil. 

cognitive A system of knowledge and how that knowledge is acquired. 
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Conceptual Art Art that evolved during the 1960s and 1970s which was more concerned with 
the idea of the artwork than with its material entity. 

constructivism (in art) Originally, work produced by Russian artists in the 1920s; now the term 
can refer to any art with an obvious construction, for example, that based on strong geometric 
principles. 

constructivism (in psychology) A theory of perception which proposes that the most important 
qualities for perception are individual sensations: for example, that might be produced on 
the retina of the eye. 

contact prints Positive photographic images that are printed through bringing the negative(s) 
into contact with the photographic paper. Thus they do not involve any process of 
enlargement. 

conventionalism A theory of pictorial perception which maintains that we can only make sense 
of pictorial images because we have learned how to read the language of pictures. 

cropping Trimming or changing the aspect ratio of a photographic print, thus offering a different 
composition or emphasis from the photographer's initial selection. 

daguerreotype The earliest practical photographic process which produced a one-off positive 
image on a metal plate, invented by LJ.M.Daguerre in 1839. 

decisive moment The term coined by Henri Cartier-Bresson to indicate the precise, significant 
moment at which the shutter should be released which, combined with precise framing, 
captures the essence of the subject-matter. 

didactic Intending to inform or to instruct. A photograph that has a moral, educational or political 
message that predominates over its aesthetic concerns. 

digital An image that has been coded by a computer into a series of 0s and 1 s . This enables it to 
be digitally manipulated by image-processing programs and/or transmitted electronically, 
e.g. via a telephone line. 

door-stepping In press photography or investigative journalism, where the photographer lies in 
wait for a subject who usually does not wish to be photographed. 

ecological perception The theory of perception proposed by J.J.Gibson which stated that, instead 
of testing the psychological subject in the laboratory, we should look at the broader context 
of an organism in its environment to provide the principles of visual perception. 

ethnographic photography The use of the camera in the service of anthropological 
fieldwork, to provide visual means of recording and studying the activities of cultures 
and sub-cultures. 

expressionism An emphasis on the expressive elements of a photograph: what does the 
photographer want it to say, or what do we see in it? 

eye-camera analogy The proposition that the camera and the human eye function by the same 
basic mechanism and that either can be used to help explain the functioning principles of the 
other. 

false attachment The photographic illusion that a distant object appears to be attached to an 
object in the foreground of the photographic print. 
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formalism A concentration on the formal aspects of the photograph, treating the photograph as 
an object or displaying a concern for the characteristics of the medium of photography. 

Gestalt A German movement in psychology which proposed that the most important qualities 
for perception are not individual sensations but the organisation and structure of perceptual 
information. The overall pattern of stimulation is more important than the isolated stimulus: 
expressed in the phrase 'the whole is more than the sum of the parts'. 

halides The light-sensitive salts within the film's emulsion. They react to light so that their 
overall pattern creates the latent image. See latent image. 

house-style The type of image expected by a particular journal that fits into the artistic layout, 
or the overall ethos, of the publication. 

icon In semiotics, a sign which resembles or looks like its referent. 

independent photography Professional photographers who work more in the manner of artists 
than in that of mainstream commercial practice. 

index In semiotics, a sign which is associated with, or has a causal link with, its referent. 

interpretation The activity of proposing what a photograph means, or signifies, apart from that 
which appears, or is directly recorded, in the image. Looking for its broader historical, 
political or cultural significance. 

Land Art A 1960s art movement that moved away from the gallery as a site of display, and 
rejected the traditional materials of sculpture, in favour of producing artworks in the landscape, 
using natural materials that were found on location. 

latent image The image recorded by causing chemical change on the emulsion of the photographic 
film which can be revealed by development (see also halides). 

lateral message Details about the photograph that are evident from its material nature or are 
derived from the context in which the image appears. 

modernism In painting, a self-conscious approach to the medium which highlights the formal 
characteristics and material nature of the art object, over and above its representational 
function. 

photo-elicitatlon The use of photographs to elicit a response from a subject which may reveal 
more information concerning his or her culture, lifestyle or own psychology. 

pictorialism A photographic movement of the 1 890s which displayed a concern for atmospheric 
and formal elements of the photograph. Rules of composition and precise control over the 
printing process were particularly significant. 

positivism The philosophical standpoint, proposed by Auguste Comte, which stressed the 
importance of positive scientific evidence in the provision of all knowledge. 

post-production The choices and options that are available to the photographer once the latent 
image has been recorded. These include decisions concerning the development and the 
cropping of the image. 

pre-production The choices and options that are available to the photographer before the latent 
image has been recorded. These include choice of film-stock, selection of lens, camera angle, 
etc. 
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rationalism The philosophical standpoint which proposes that knowledge can be acquired by 
reason without necessarily having a basis in experience. 

realism A theory of pictorial representation which proposes that the photograph provides a 
truthful record that conforms to the actuality of events that have been photographed. 

self-reflexive Photography which has a primary concern for the photograph or the medium of 
photography, aiming to reveal or comment upon the scope and limitations of photography 
itself. 

semiotics The science of signs, which has aimed to examine the constituent elements of any 
sign system, of which photography can be included. Accordingly, any sign can be summarised 
as an icon, index or symbol, or it may embody a combination of these elements. 

spot news In terms of photography, a press photograph that is designed usually to appear only 
once. A sensational picture designed to have immediate dramatic effect. 

stock shots Photographs that are taken to form part of a library of images that can subsequently 
be retrieved and used in a variety of contexts. 

symbol In semiotics, a sign which is only arbitrarily or conventionally linked with its referent. 

tableau vivant A living picture: a pause (usually at a significant moment) at the end of a scene 
in a play where the characters freeze in their positions — a group posed motionless and silent. 

third meaning The juxtaposition of image and text whereby the viewer derives the meaning 
from neither image nor caption: it is achieved by the combination of the two. 

trompe I'aeil A visual display causes the eye to be mistaken in its perception. It presents the 
viewer with such a strong illusion that he or she is fooled into confusing a painting with an 
actual scene. 

visualisation (or to pre-visualise) The ability of the photographer to make an accurate estimation 
of how the three-dimensional (perhaps moving) subject will appear in still, two-dimensional, 
pictorial form. 
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